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Summary 


After being accidentally revealed to the public and taken away by the government, Danny 
deals with the aftermath of his time with the GiW. 


Animal 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


"What do you remember about that day, Danny?" 


The smell of antiseptic mixed with the citrus odor of ectoplasm. The sounds of expensive black 
shoes clicking against the tiled floors. Powerful hands, gripping small arms, dragging a lifeless 
body across the floor. The bright lights. Lips on tall faces that were always set in a frown. The 
white walls, floors, ceiling, suits. The glare of the lights against the floor. It's all white. The clang 
of the metal instruments being dropped on the white tiles. Who did that? It's so bright. The shoes 
won't stop clicking against the floor. Where's the body going? Why is it so bright? 


"Danny?" The therapist leaned in, tilting her head to the side. Her blond hair slipped off her 
shoulder. "Talk to me." 


"Nothing." Danny's eyes darted down to his lap where he held a blue stress ball. He pressed a 
finger into it, denting the material. It was soft, yet held a certain firmness that helped to ground his 
mind. He let out a shaky breath. 


"I don't think I believe that," the therapist said lightly. 
Danny furrowed his brow. "It's too...I don't know." 


The therapist sat patiently, waiting for him to finish processing his thoughts. She was the best, the 
hospital had reassured his parents. She would be able to get through to him. Danny wasn't so sure. 
How broken was too broken for a therapist? At what point would medication not be enough? This 
wasn't normal. Nothing about this was okay. He wasn't okay. 


Danny's mouth pressed into a thin line, twitching slightly. It was as if his mouth knew what it 
wanted to say, but it just couldn't quite find the words to say it. "It's too...bright," he finished 
lamely. 


"That sounds stressful." 
"T guess." 


The therapist relaxed in her chair, her blond curls bouncing slightly at the movement. She folded 
her hands across her lap. In the moment, she looked so similar to Jazz that Danny could have 
smiled. "Did this happen the day after you were kidnapped?" 


"No." Danny squished his fingers deeper into the stress ball. He was starting to get a headache. 
"No...it happened. ..after." 


"How far after?" 
"T don't know. After." 


It was the climax of his stay at the facility. The day everyone was waiting for. All other tests had 
been run. They knew Danny's core temperature, they knew his height and weight, they knew his 
exact power level, they knew which chemicals he reacted to and which ones he didn't. They knew 
how to take down a ghost far better than they ever did. They had the knowledge they needed. 


Now it was time to have fun with their prize. 


The therapist nodded. "You mentioned a few days ago that they said something to you when you 
got to the room? Do you know what they said?" 


"No." The words were an automatic reflex at this point. He remembered everything. Every 
footstep, every speck of dust on the ceiling, every drop of ectoplasm that stained the floor behind 
him. 


"Where's your bark, dog?" The worst of them had said, laughing as he prodded Danny with a low- 
powered electrical stick. The real pain was in the collar. The stick was just for show. "Little 
doggy's lost his bark, hasn't he?" 


His eyes darted around him. Chains appeared on his side. He shivered, the chains cold against his 
bare skin. When had they chained him to the table? Green bled into the white tiles, into the white 
of his jumpsuit. Of his gloves. The DP logo was gone and replaced by a gaping hole in his chest. 


A hole. 

In his. 

In his chest. 

"Struggle against me again, dog, and you'll get a lot worse than an electric shock." 
"I'm not a dog,” he whispered. 

He wasn't a dog. They couldn't tell him he was. He wasn't a dog. 


"They called you a dog, Danny?" the therapist asked, her clear voice piercing through the dense fog 
in his mind. 


His head snapped up. He glared into the grays of her eyes. "I'm not a dog." 
"I know, Danny." The therapist jotted down something in her notebook. 
"I'm not a dog," he repeated, less sure of himself. 

The therapist nodded again. "You're not," she affirmed. 


"Right." Danny said awkwardly, his eyebrows creased in confusion. They sat for a minute in 
silence. Danny turned the stress ball around in his hands, focusing on the way the light of the office 
reflected against the matte rubber. It was soft, soothing. He pressed a finger into the ball, 
disrupting the flow of the light. 


"So they took you into a room, right? Can you describe it for me?" 
Danny tapped his fingers against the ball. "It was white. Like the others." 


The therapist leaned in, resting her elbows on her knees. "Danny, are you okay to tell me what 
happened next?" 


He shrugged. It didn't matter, anyways. He had to. His parents were paying good money to make 
sure he did. And the last thing he wanted was to let his family down. They'd already been through 
so much, with him being ripped away from his home so violently like he was. Jazz hadn't been 
able to leave visits without tearing up yet. And his mother... 


Danny didn't know how to deal with his mother crying. 


"They, uh, put me on—uh, I mean, they shocked me first." He risked a glance up at the therapist. 
He had her undivided attention. "And I went on this table. And...and then—uh—they...you know." 


"What happened?" She said, her voice soft like velvet. 
"You read the report," Danny said bitterly. 
"I want to hear it from you." 


Danny glared down at his lap. "They put me on the table and poked me with the metal stick. And 
laughed. And then...they...my jumpsuit—and. They took the scalp—" Danny choked, dropping the 
stress ball on the floor. His hands shot up and grabbed his hair. He bent down until his elbows 
mimicked the therapist's. 


"I'm—I'm sorry." He rocked back and forth in his chair. "I'm sorry." 
"Danny, it's okay. You in a safe place. Focus on my voice." 


"I'm sorry," Danny gasped, struggling to slow the erratic air coursing through his lungs. In, out. In, 
out. He shut his eyes, chasing away the memories. Like a bad horror movie, they refused to stop. 
They flashed against his eyelids in random snippets. A flash of light as a new metal instrument was 
plucked from the table. The agents unzipping his jumpsuit and touching his bare skin. The white 
hot pain of his skin being peeled ba— 


"That's right, Danny. Breathe. You're right here, in my office. You're safe. Focus on my voice. 
Breathe with me okay? In...and out. In....and out." 


He was in the office. 

"You're doing so great, Danny. Keep breathing with me. In...and out...and in..." 
He was in the office. 

"Danny, can you look at me?" 

Breathe. 


He was in the office. He was safe. In, and out. He needed to look at his therapist. She was there to 
help him. 


His unfocused gaze shifted up to meet the steady eyes of his therapist. She smiled warmly at him. 
"Danny, you're doing so great. I know this is very difficult, and I'm proud that you're starting to 
open up with me. The things you're feeling right now are valid and okay. You don't need to 
apologize to me or anyone else about it, okay?" 


In, and out. 


"Yeah." 


Danny arrived at the adolescent inpatient facility two weeks ago. He knows this because that's 
what the psychiatrists have been telling him. He also knows he came home from the GiW facility a 
month before that because he asked Jazz on the phone last week and she told him. And then she 
asked if he was okay and if he needed her to call a nurse and if he felt better on medication. He 


hung up and wheeled away, only for her to show up at the facility the next day furious for hanging 
up on her. Looking back, he knew it was a shitty thing to do. He just...couldn't handle her energy at 
the time. 


"You're lucky your sister cares about you that much," a brunette boy told him stiffly, coloring in a 
mountain scene he'd outlined. 


There wasn't much to do in the facility during free time, but one thing the hospital did provide is 
blank sheets of paper and markers. Some of the markers even had stamps on the other side. Danny 
found the yellow one with star-stamps last week, which quickly turned into his favorite marker. It 
didn't require much thinking, just a gentle press into the blank sheet of paper. 


The other boy arrived a few days into Danny's stay. He was set to leave the facility next week, he 
said. He had a standard two-week stay. Suicide attempt, he'd told everyone during group therapy. 


"My sister moved out when I was eight," the boy went on. "She comes around on holidays, but 
other than that I don't see her much. My family's not that close like yours is." 


"Jazz is nice." Danny said. His therapist told him he needed to talk to the other patients more. But 
it was...weird. The other patients knew about Phantom. The whole world did. He was all over the 
news, apparently. Some of the other patients were starstruck that Danny Phantom of all people was 
here in the facility, but others were less happy. Some people refused to look him in the eye, glared 
at him when they thought he didn't notice. Others cowered from him, afraid he would beat them up 
for existing. Like the GiW did to him. 


The boy paused his coloring. "You know, during...everything...she was on the news all the time, 
right? Demanding for the government to let you come home? She cares about you so much, dude. 
You're so lucky." 


He felt something flare inside of him. "I'm not lucky." 
The other boy looked up at him in surprise. "What?" 


"I was locked up in a government facility for...for three weeks. How is—uh, how is that lucky?" 
Danny asked. 


"I was saying that you're lucky your sister loves you so much, not that you became a walking 
experiment—" 


"Shut up!" Danny was on his feet in an instant, his face red. "I'm not! I didn't ask for this! Shut 
up!" 


"Boys!" Came one of the nursing assistants. "Is everything okay?" 
"I'm sorry!" Danny yelled, his eyes wide. 


"Phantom's gone crazy," the brunette said. Turning to Danny, he hissed, "I can't believe you were 
in charge of protecting—" 


The nursing assistant held up her hands. "Devon, would you like to take a minute alone in your 
room?" 


"No, I want to get back to my activity!" The brunette pointed at his paper. "It's not my fault 
Phantom's acting like an animal!" 


The blood drained from his face. "I'm not a dog!" Danny yelled reflexively. His shaking hands flew 
up to grip his hair. 


The nursing assistant held up a hand. "Danny, I know you're not. Would you like to come over here 
with me?" 


No, he needed her to understand. She needed to understand. "I'm not a dog!" 


Another staff member approached him. "That's right, Danny. Would you like to continue coloring 
with me?" 


"I need to...to change." He mentally poked at his sleeping core. 
"Change into what?" 


He needed to get out. Leave. The walls in here were white. Who designed that? He was trapped. 
He couldn't breathe. He tried to transform again. "Why can't I change?" 


"I think he's talking about his ghost," one of the staff members whispered to the other. 
"It's not my ghost, it's me," Danny argued. "I can't...I can't find it. I need to—uh, to get out of here." 


The bright lights glared down at him, and walls started to move in. A familiar weight appeared on 
his neck. No no, he wasn't back at the government compound. He was at the hospital. Breathe two 
three, out two three... 


Out of the corner of his eye he noticed the first staff member pick up the brunette's art supplies and 
move to another table. 


"Do you remember when you got here?" the new staff member's voice was patient. "The hospital 
had to give you a chip that took away your...other side for a time. It'll be out as soon as you are 
ready to leave the hospital, I promise. Why don't you sit down and color with me, Danny?" 


"T'll get it back?" Danny said, a hand automatically covering his chest where his core rested. 
"Yes, Danny, once you complete this program," the nurse said. "Please sit down with me?" 
"Okay," he said, removing his trembling hand slowly from his hair. "Okay." 


He glanced around the room. People were looking at him. Some people seemed curious, but most 
appeared tense, as if they were plotting their escapes should he go on a murderous rampage. 


He blew out a large stream of air and sat back down in his seat, suddenly exhausted. He tried to 
ignore the way the tension in the room immediately dissipated. He scowled, despite his best 
efforts. 


The staff member slid a blank sheet of paper towards her. "What do you think I should draw, 
Danny?" 


Danny shrugged and glanced around for the yellow stamp marker. It was on the floor. When did it 
fall? 


She bent down and grabbed the marker from the floor. Handing it to him, she said, "I think I'll 
draw my favorite lake that my family likes to go to during the summer. What are you drawing, 
Danny?" 


"Space. Or something," he said, poking the marker at his paper. Maybe he could make some 
constellations while he was at it. 


"That's cool! Space is so interesting, and I love those markers. Something about using those stamps 
is just so relaxing, isn't it?" she asked. 


Danny shrugged again. 

"You want to work with NASA, right?" 
Danny frowned. "I do..." 

"You seem unsure," she observed. 


"[ just don't know if...you know...someone like me can be hired by them," Danny said. "It's not 
exactly a secret that people are afraid of me. You know? And after...everything..." Danny huffed, 
pausing his coloring and reaching for his hair once again. "My grades are awful I'm not... mean, 
uh...I'm not exactly human. The...the government made sure to let me know." 


She sighed. "Danny, don't—" 


"But it's true, isn't it?" his wide eyes met hers. "That no one thinks of me as human? I mean, J—I 
know...like..I'm not but I still...I still want to be treated like one." An all-too familiar lump formed 
in his throat. "And I know what the other...other people...teens say here. They're all...all afraid of, 
uh...me. And I—I know the staff is too. Ghosts aren't...they're not—uh...mindless blobs of...of 
energy. We have thoughts and...stuff...feelings too. They're just...a...just different...[ guess. But 
they're still there." 


"None of the staff is afraid of you, Danny," she reassured. "If we were, you wouldn't be in this 
facility. But you're here because we and your parents want to help you. You've been through 
something really traumatic and everything you're feeling is normal and very human, okay? We all 
want what's best for you." 


"Then why aren't I—uh, I allowed to go ghost?" Danny demanded. "Why do I have this...this...chip 
inside me?" 


"Hospital policy against having weapons inside," the staff member told him. "You know this, 
Danny. It's not that we don't trust you, it's that we are responsible for everyone that passes through 
these doors. Including you. What if you use your powers to hurt yourself? What if you use them to 
leave? We can't have that." Her expression softened considerably as she added, "And I don't think 
this response is that surprising to you, right?" 


No. It wasn't surprising. But that didn't mean he had to agree with it. 
"Yeah, I guess." 


"You can't control what others think of you based on the media, but by being a good person, which 
you are, you can change people's perceptions of you. And Danny, I don't think anyone here thinks 
badly of you." 


His jaw tightened. "You're wrong." 


"I think people may be initially apprehensive or nervous, but once people meet you it goes away 
immediately. People like you, Danny. You're a good person and it shows." 


He was silent at that. 
"Do you think you're a good person?" the staff member asked with a gentle voice. 


"I don't know," Danny answered, refusing to meet her eyes. "I try to be. But I...I don't think...you 
know, I don't think it's working." 


"But you still try, right?" she pressed. 
"Yeah," Danny said. 
"Then that's all that matters." 


They continued coloring in silence for a while. Eventually, even Danny was forced to admit his 
night sky had more than enough stars in it. He flipped his sheet of paper around and starting 
drawing Saturn. He always liked the way Saturn looked with its rings and its swirling gas clouds. It 
was colorful, yet peaceful at the same time. If only he could see it in person. 


Something wasn't right. Before, he didn't realize. But now, with the silence and the mindless 
energy of dotting stars against the night sky, he understood what was wrong. And before he could 
help himself, Danny blurted out, "I don't like that." 


The staff member peaked over at Danny's drawing, "Your drawing of Saturn? It looks good to me." 
Danny shook his head. "No. Not that." 


The staff member stayed silent, allowing Danny to collect his thoughts. His brow furrowed, and he 
gripped the table as if that stability would someone help him form sentences faster. "I...don't 
like...being called an animal." 


"Yeah?" the staff member asked, a clear prompt to continue. 


"They...you know," Danny shifted uncomfortably. Before coming to the psych ward, his parents 
hardly made him talk about his experiences. They thought space was the answer. One month and 
several meltdowns later, his parents had realized that space was very much not the solution. 
Talking through issues with professionals was. Danny, despite his teen hormones still screaming at 
him to block everyone out, had to agree. 


"Sorry," he apologized. "This is hard." 
"It's okay. We have all the time you need here." 


"T just—it's just like, uh...they never—they never called me by my name. Ever," Danny said 
awkwardly. "One of the nicknames they liked was—uh, was dog. Sometimes it was just animal 
though. Like...like they couldn't pick the worst one. I was all of them combined. I was...I was just 
an animal to them." 


The GiW called him that right from the start. They hit his head in the van ride over to the facility, 
which they said was because they couldn't have him escaping, but Danny knew better. They 
dragged his dazed body through the maze that was their hallway system until they stopped at a 
pristine white door, identical to the other doors they passed on the way over in all manners except 
for its label. Alpha Priority Room. 


"I'm that special?" Danny asked, his brave mask doing nothing to cover his trembling voice. The 
GiW had injected his body with some liquid on the way over, forcing him into Phantom form. He 


couldn't change back, no matter how hard he tried. 


"Save it, ghost scum," one of the agents said as he swiped his card along the scanner next to the 
door. 


The door hissed open, revealing a room no larger than a prison cell. The walls, ceiling, and floor 
was all white, and four security cameras sat upon the corners of the room. There were no lights on 
the ceiling, no windows overlooking the outside. Just whiteness. 


The agent shoved him inside, and his weakened form could do little more than brace his impact to 
the ground. Danny rolled over just in time to hear the agent snarl, "You're government property 
now. No one can save you here. You're nothing more than a fucking animal to us." 


The door closed, and Danny was encased in darkness. 
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Taken 


Chapter Notes 
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"Can we talk about the day you were taken?" 


Danny let out a long breath. His therapist had been kind enough to avoid this specific topic up until 
now. However, with his looming release date, his therapist seemed to conclude that enough was 
enough. There were certain topics—topics that Danny would much prefer to bury down in his 
memory and never mention again—that needed to be brought up if he were to 'stabilize' enough to 
reenter society in a week. "What about it?" 


She adjusted her clipboard and tucked a loose blond curl behind her ears. "Let's start with what you 
were doing just before they showed up." 


"I wasn't even doing anything. I...[ was home," Danny said, fighting to keep the defensive tone out 
of his voice. "I was in my room. Playing...uh, playing video games with Sam and Tucker." 


The therapist frowned and scanned her notes, "Your friends were there?" 
"No," Danny said quickly. "We were voice chatting." 

"Ah. So you were playing video games. What happened next?" 

"T heard noise from downstairs. Yelling." 

"Your parents?" she prompted. 


Danny shrugged and looked down. The blue stress ball was back on his lap. He didn't really 
remember picking it up before sessions now. Whenever he sat down in the comfy green armchair it 
was always in his hands. "Yeah. The...the Guys in White must have knocked and I—and I didn't 
hear it. I don't... don't know." 


"Did you go downstairs to see what was going on?" 


Danny snorted. "Well, I tried. | opened my door and—uh, only to have Jazz come running down 
the hallway. She...she looked like a madman." His expression fell, and he picked on a loose thread 
on his shirt sleeve. "She was...was yelling at me. Don't go downstairs. I should have listened. I 
don't... can't..." 


Jazz's normally immaculate hair splayed all over her face as she stormed down the hallway. A 
clump was caught in her lip, but she made no move to wipe it to the side. Her eyes were wide with 
panic, and her mouth was open but motionless. Her hands waved in front of her, a clear motion 

to STOP! 


Danny's look confusion immediately turned into one of concern. "What's going on?" 
Her voice returned to her. "Danny! Get out of here! Run! "They're here!" 
"Who's here?" 


Jazz reached where Danny stood and started attempting to push him back in his room. "Go away, 
don't come home until we call you!" 


"Jazz, stop!" Danny snapped. To his surprise, Jazz took her hands off him. "Who's here?" 


A frustrated tear slid down her cheek, "No, you don't understand, you can't go downstairs," she 
begged. "It's the Guys in White." 


"Danny?" came a familiar voice. 


Danny's head snapped up, his eyes meeting his therapists'. He was in her office. Sun beamed in 
through the large windows, lighting up the dull gray-brown carpet. "Sorry," he whispered. 


"It's okay," she said. Her voice was comforting. "Are you alright to continue?" 
"Y-yeah." He took a deep breath. "Yeah," he repeated, his voice stronger. 


"Okay, but you need to let me know if you're not alright to continue at any point during this, okay? 
If we need to take a break at any point, we can." 


Danny nodded. "Okay. I'm alright to continue." 


The therapist gave him a reassuring smile. Picking up her pencil again, she pressed on, "So Jazz 
stopped you from going downstairs?" 


"She...she tried," Danny said, his focus back on the stress ball. He rolled it around in his fingers. "It 
all happened so fast." 


"I understand, Danny. It must have been extremely frightening for you." 


"Yeah." Fog was beginning to appear in his vision again. "She was screaming at me...and I finally 
got it out of her who was there..." 


"And?" the therapist asked. "Focus on me, Danny." 


"Yeah." His gaze trailed back up to the therapist. "I phased right through her. She was trying to 
push me back into...uh, into my room. So I went through her. Wouldn't have made a difference 
either way. They...they had...they had the whole house surrounded. And she was crying. Begging 
me not to go downstairs but...my parents..." 


"What about them?" 
Danny placed a hand over his core. "I had to protect them." 
"Don't do this!" Jazz screamed from behind him. "Goddamnit, Danny, please listen to me!" 


"They're going to hurt Mom and Dad!" Danny exclaimed, releasing his intangibility and running 
towards the stairs. 


His heartbeat thundered in his ear. Ectoplasmic energy surfaced to his skin, and his fists sparked in 
response. Despite being in his human form, his core throbbed. It needed to take over. People were 
in danger. He needed to go ghost. 


He suppressed the urge and continued on, all but flying down the stairs and bolting out to the living 
room where to find his parents, red faced, screaming at four Guys in White agents on his doorstep. 


"I was afraid." Danny rocked back and forth in his chair. "I thought that the...Guys in...the agents 
would hurt them to—to get to me. No, I know they would have hurt them—hurt them to get to me. 
They...they did." 


"They hurt your parents, Danny?" the therapist asked, her tone serious. 


Danny ran a hand through his hair, pausing at the end to grab a fistfull of hair. He bowed his hand, 
pulling at the strands in a vain attempt to lock himself in reality. "Yeah. They did. Not right away 
but my...you know, they tried—my parents did. So hard. To block the agents from me. I knew they 
would, I knew they would, you know? It's so...so like the Guys in White too. They don't care about 
anyone...no one...anything, even humans, that are in the way of their...their prize. Me. I had to go 
downstairs, you get it?" 


She nodded sympathetically. "Of course, Danny. So you went downstairs to protect them." 


"Yeah...I can't explain it. The feeling that I get—that any ghost gets—when their...their...obsession 
—the thing that drives them—is called upon. I know that you...you're aware. I mean, you're 
my therapist. You have to be. But it's just...it's..." 


"It's overwhelming, isn't it?" the therapist offered. 


Danny nodded. "And during the accident, I don't remember it, but I wasn't—ah, I mean, my 'death,' 
for lack of a better term, wasn't normal. I didn’t die, but I... mean...I turned into a ghost. If that 
makes any—um, any sense. And I had...didn't have a purpose for a—uh, solid month. My 
ectoplasm wasn't stable enough. It kept re—rejecting my body. I know we've already talked 
about...about the accident and stuff so you know that all already. But still." 


"It's important to you," the therapist said. "It's okay to talk about these things, Danny. They're 
important. They're all little pieces of the puzzle that makes you you." 


"Mm," Danny hummed in response. "Right. And, you know, I—I did eventually get that drive. My 
ectoplasm started...started stabilizing. And now the ghost part of me has this thing. To protect. To 
help people in dis...distress. So when I heard my parents yelling and Jazz was crying and it all...it 
just got so...overwhelming. I needed to go downstairs. To help them. Protect them from the 
government.” Danny's head fell into his hands. "It sounds so stupid saying it now. As if—as if 

I could actually do anything about the government who...who came to get me in the first place. 
It...none of it even mattered." 


"Maybe it feels that way now, but I think the fact that you tried to help your family members in 
distress just goes to show what a kind person you are, Danny." 


"I guess," he agreed, though he was unconvinced. Kind or just incredibly impulsive and dumb. He 
was still torn between the two. 


The therapist tilted her head. Her blond hair was parted to the side, with the more voluminous side 
pinned back with a butterfly clip. A large curl fell onto her shoulder, providing a splash of light 
against her gray sweater. "So you were downstairs. What did you see?" 


Danny lifted his head up, his hands automatically going back down to his lap to grip the stress ball. 
He ran his thumb along the rubber. "Mom and Dad were at the door. Their backs were—were to 
me. It looked like they were trying to...to, um, block the entrance? I think. They were yelling. They 
were trying to get the agents to leave. Arguing about laws. But the laws only protect humans. They 
didn't stand a chance." 


His vision faltered, and suddenly he was in his living room. He looked ahead and saw a group of 
six adults standing by his doorway. His parents were outnumbered, he realized. He needed to help 
them. 


"Mom? Dad? What's going on?" Danny said, cautiously approaching the group. 


The argument immediately halted as six pairs of eyes swiveled around to meet his. He met the 
gazes of his parents, and his heart plummeted to his stomach. He knew. Oh god, he knew. 


"Danny, please go back upstairs," said his father in an oddly strained tone that didn't fit his 
personality. His face was chalk white. "The adults will sort this out, okay? Go with your sister." 


He glanced at his Mom. She was always the strong parent. The woman that always made sure they 
woke up on time for school in the morning, no matter if she had the flu or had pulled an all-nighter 
with Dad to work on a project. The parent that, when he broke his arm in first grade and had to take 
the scary trip to the ER, kissed his forehead and told him that everything was going to be okay. 
And the mother that had promised Danny she would start teaching him to drive soon and helped 
him shop for bowties to match Sam's dress for the homecoming dance and, after the initial fighting 
and tears had passed after he was outed on national television as Phantom, had hugged him and 
told him that she loved him and how proud of him she was and how blessed she was to have such 
amazing children. 


But he looked at her. Her eyes were red, her skin was blotchy with tears or fury or both, Danny 
couldn't tell. The desperate expression, the silent plea to please go was enough to shatter any 
semblance of false bravado he had left in him. 


"Danny Fenton Phantom," one of the agents spoke, ignoring his Dad, "By order of the United 
States government in accordance with the of the Anti Ecto Control Act, you're now considered 
property of the United States. You can either come freely or—" 


"No he is not!” his Mom snapped, gathering her bearings. "He is a child. A human child!" 


The head-agent's expression hardened. "/t has been contaminated with Ectoplasm. Its DNA can no 
longer be considered human. Now you will allow us to take the ghost or we will be forced to arrest 
you both as well." 


"They called me an it," Danny whispered, returning to reality. 
"What did you feel? When they said that?" 
"Like...like an It." 


He blinked, and a tear trickle down his cheek. He didn't even know when his eyes welled up. 
Slowly, as time went on in the facility, he found himself allowing a few tears to escape during 
therapy sessions. His therapist told him it was healthy, that he was healing. 


He was unsure. 
"Yeah?" the therapist pressed. 


"Yeah. I mean, I knew what was going to—to happen. Like, I always knew it was a possibility. I'd 
almost been taken by—by them so many times before, and then I went and...[ went and got myself 
revealed on the news. So now they knew where...oh my god, they knew I lived. They knew...I 
knew it was only a matter of time—" His voice broke. He attempted to wipe the dampness from his 
eyes before continuing, "I guess I just wanted...hoped they would turn a blind eye now that they 
knew I was an actual...an actual kid. But...when they said that...I just knew it was no different. I 
was still an It. But now I was an It with a home address." 


"I know you've heard this so many times from me Danny," the therapist said. "But you didn't 


deserve what happened to you. You're not an It, and you did not deserve to be treated like one." 
"I... know." Danny sniffed. "I just...I don't know..." 
"What don't you know, Danny?" the therapist inquired. 


"I know they were wrong. I really—I really do," Danny said. He had been saying ghosts had 
emotions since his inception as one. "I was just...I was so alone. And scared." 


"It's terrifying when your country turns against you like that," the therapist supplied. 
"Yeah," Danny said. "I was alone. All because I'm a fucking halfa." 


He turned away, staring at the white wall. His vision dissolved, and he was back in Fenton Works. 
Only, the scene was different. Broken picture frames littered the ground. Next to them, a broken 
urn. His dead grandmother who he'd never met spread across the floor. The whir of an ecto-gun 
caught his attention, and he turned to see the head agent holding a gun pointed directly at his skull. 


"Come with us, ghost," the agent said. 


His mother was sobbing. Three other agents had physically restrained her and pinned her to the 
floor. Her face was bruised and she had a gash along her forehead. His father was pale and 
sweating, his hands cuffed behind his back. Several men gripped his arms, holding him back. A 
gun—a human gun—was pressed up against his temple. 


More agents had poured into the home as soon as the head agent pressed a button on his earpiece. 
A distress signal, Danny vaguely recognized the motion. His head felt like it was filled with dense 
smoke, although he was fairly certain the agents hadn't filled the room with any toxic substance. 
And yet, he watched the scene unfold in front of him as if it were a dream. The agents stormed into 
his house, his parents were defenseless, and he couldn't do anything. 


Oh god, please wake up. 
"Ghost," the agent snapped. "I will not ask again. Come over here or we will be forced to shoot." 


His legs shook. Out the window, helicopters flew above their house outside of a massive green 
dome which Danny had no doubt was configured to his specific DNA. He glanced over to his 
mother's hysterical form. Mom. Always so confident. Reduced to the floor with multiple GiW 
agents pinning her arms to her sides. 


"Danny," his father whispered. "I love you." 


His legs gave out. Almost immediately, he felt something snap around his neck. His fogged brain 
only had a moment to panic before his entire body surged with electricity. 


In the distance, he heard Jazz scream. 


It didn't matter. Rough hands quickly cuffed him before they gripped his elbows and dragged him 
through the front door of his home. The fresh air hit his face, and he lifted his head to see his front 
door getting further and further away from him. 


Home. The place he'd always felt safe. 
Torn away. Because he wasn't human. 


The agent dragged him down the concrete path to his house. Out of impulse, he jerked to the side. 


The agent dropped him, startled, and Danny's head connected to the ground in full. Light exploded 
before his eyes, and his clouded dissociation was replaced with a flood of pain. 


"Danny!" his father's hoarse voice broke through his thoughts. A gunshot fired, and Danny's core 
once again surged with adrenalin. He yanked, willing his core to override the GiW tech. It had 
worked once before, hadn't it? If he could do it then, he could do it now... 


Electricity flooded his senses, lighting his bones aflame. 


"Ah-ah-ah!" the deep voice of the main agent came into his ears. Danny was picked up and thrown 
into the back of a gray metal truck. Through his hazy vision he could just make out the smirking 
form of the main agent. 


The GiW agent put a hand on the metal door. "I wouldn't be using that nasty ghost side if I were 
you. Ectoplasm is a disease, ghost. And we fully intend to eradicate the Earth of this disease, 
starting with you. I hope you enjoyed your time pretending to be human, because this is the last 
time you'll ever see the outside world. Welcome to hell, dog." 


"The trauma we experience in our lives has a deep impact on the way we view ourselves," the 
therapist addressed the group. She was a thin woman, whose relatively average female height was 
overshadowed by the towering male teens around her. Her curly black ringlets were pulled into a 
tight ponytail on top of her head, which further accented her sharp facial structure. 


Of the therapists Danny had encountered during his inpatient stay, she was one of his favorites. 
She got him in a way most other therapists in the facility didn't. Not that the other therapists were 
bad—of course, they were all great in their own right—but there was something different about her 
that Danny was immediately drawn to. 


She pushed up the sleeves of her purple sweater and continued, "Sometimes people talk about 
feeling detached from others, feeling like they purposefully separate themselves from the people 
around them. Isolate themselves." 


Danny crossed his arms, slouching down in his chair. His eyes burned holes through the floor. She 
was always So so accurate. 


"This can impact how we view ourselves. And the longer we isolate ourselves from the people 
who love us, the worse our self-image becomes." 


If it weren't for the chip in his neck that disabled his ghostly powers, Danny might have turned 
invisible right then. 


"Let's go around and talk about times where we isolated ourselves from the people we were close 
to, and how that affected our self-image. I'll go first." She glanced around the room to make sure 
everyone was focused before saying, "When I was a teenager I started isolating myself from my 
friends because I thought they didn't care about me. It affected the way I thought about myself— 
my self image—a lot. At the time I viewed myself as unworthy of my friendships." 


Danny slumped down in his chair. Even when recounting a painful time in her life, she sounded 
self-assured. Grounded. Everything Danny wanted to be and more. Everything Danny knew he 
could never be. 


Not after what happened to him. 


"Charlie, would you like to go next?" 


Danny heard rustling and looked up. A tall, redhead boy had adjusted his position and took a deep 
breath. He couldn't be older than sixteen. Danny recognized him as someone who had been a 
patient for longer than normal, like he was. 


The boy started, "I guess I isolated myself from my mom. When the guys at school all figured out I 
was gay and then everything blew up with my dad—it was just hard, you know? And my mom—I 
just didn't wanna tell her why I wasn't hanging out with my friends or going over to my dad's place 
anymore. I just didn't...wanna deal with that. I was...afraid of making her sad. I just preferred to be 
sad by myself, you know? But at the same time, I knew I was making her sad by not talking to her 
anymore. But I just didn't know what else to do." 


"And how did that make you feel about yourself?" the therapist asked. 


The boy frowned. "I just thought I was horrible I guess. I couldn't stand myself. I mean, that's how 
I ended up here." 


The therapist nodded empathetically, "That's really difficult. Thank you for sharing. Miguel, would 
you like to go next?" 


"Uhh," the hispanic boy froze, his eyes darting to his lap. He was a new face in the circle, having 
only just arrived yesterday. He crossed his arms, his leg bouncing in distress. "I, uh..." he shook 
his head. "No." 


"That's alright," The therapist said, her kind smile never wavering. She turned to the next boy. 
Danny couldn't help but stare at the hispanic boy. He was... shit, that was me. 


Three weeks. That's how long he's been in the inpatient facility. It was also the amount of time he 
was held in the GiW facility. Three weeks. 


His memories of the first few days in the adolescent hospital were incomplete. They existed in 
fragments, small moments of a puzzle with too many pieces missing. A hand, giving him white 
pills. The scraping of a chair being pulled away from the table. The small bout of panic that 
gripped him when he woke up the first day in a strange bed. A gentle smile, prodding him to talk 
with a ‘it's okay to feel, Danny.' 


In the same length of time it took for the GiW to break him, he was...still broken. Hospitalized. 
Under twenty-four hour surveillance. But now he could remember more. He knew what he ate for 
breakfast that morning, and he remembered picking out a red shirt to wear that day. And unlike 
when he was first admitted, now he could participate during group therapy sessions. Even if he 
wouldn't speak unless asked, having the ability to talk in front of the other patients wasn't 
something he could do three weeks ago. It made his stomach tie in knots, but he could do it now. 


"...My sister was worried the most, I think," a nasally voice faded into Danny's musing. "It got to 
the point where she would text my friends about me. Ask them if I'd hung out with them recently or 
whatnot. Oh god, I was so pissed when I found out she was doing that. I—this is going to sound 
horrible—but I smashed her phone into the wall. Screen shattered, she was screaming. And I just 
stormed out of the house." 


Jazz did a similar thing when Danny got back from the GiW. She was constantly texting Sam and 
Tucker, asking them to come over because Danny wouldn't talk to Jazz. Only, as they soon found 
out, Danny wasn't talking to anyone. 


"Danny," Sam said in a clear attempt to get his attention. They were sitting on his bed. Danny 


didn't remember letting them in his room. He wasn't sure how long they've been here. He hoped 
they didn't come over to play Doomed. Danny wasn't really in the mood to play Doomed right 
now. 


"Sorry," Danny said, unsure as to what he was apologizing for. He must have spaced out again. He 
didn't remember letting them in though. 


Sam and Tucker's eyes met for a brief moment. A silent conversation passed between the duo, one 
that Danny couldn't decode. 


Strange. He usually had no problem understanding their unspoken expressions. 
"You're fine, dude," Tucker responded a beat later. 


Danny's dazed expression lingered on them a moment longer, before he blinked and responded 
with a delayed, "Oh. Okay." His gaze drifted back to his wall, and he studied the chipped paint. 
The years of explosions and failed technological experiments, courtesy of his parents, did little to 
maintain the spotless condition of their house when they first moved in all those years ago. Small 
cracks appeared at random on his otherwise plain wall. He reached a hand up and began to trace 
the imperfections. 


Sam cleared her throat. "So Jazz let us in." 


A flicker of annoyance interrupted Danny's daydreaming. He was annoyed, right? He...he couldn't 
remember why. He realized his hand had slid off the large crack in the paint he was tracing. That 
was no good. He would have to start over again. 


"Jazz is really worried, Danny," Sam said, her voice tense. 


Danny snorted. As if he wasn't already aware. She only came up to check on him—as she called it 
—twenty times a day. "I'm fine." 


"No, Danny," Sam said. "I know you just got back and you're still...adjusting...to being home 
but..." 


"We're worried," Tucker cut in. 
"We all are," Sam whispered, her tone wavering. 


Danny froze. Sam was the strong one of the three of them. Something was wrong. Why was she 
talking like that? This wasn't right. She was talking about him, wasn't she? Danny hoped she wasn't 
stressed about him. He was dealing. 


"We've been trying let you tell us what happened at your own pace," Sam said. "We don't want to 
push you, and we're still not trying to push you. Really, you know we care about you so much. 
We're always gonna be here for you." 


"But dude, you godda clue us in." 

"I..." Danny said, his hand drifted up to his hair. "Nothing...nothing happened." 
A beat of silence. 

"What do you mean?" Sam pressed, the previous soft edge in her voice gone. 


Danny tilted his head, his eyes meeting Sam's. "Nothing happened." 


"At the...the facility?" Tucker's voice cracked in alarm. 

"Yeah." Danny bobbed his head. "Yeah. At the facility." 

"I hope you don't expect us to believe that bullshit," Sam said. 

"Nothing happened," Danny reiterated. 

"Danny please," Sam pleaded. "You're not even going to try?" 

"I'm fine." 

Sam looked betrayed. "Danny! We're your best friends! You're just going to block us out?" 
"Sam, calm down," Tucker hissed, his hand lightly touching her arm. 


Sam snatched her arm away, anger decorating her features. "No, I can't let this go, Tuck. Danny 
comes home after nearly dying, doesn't leave his room in days, and is just going to expect us to 
believe that nothing happened? That's bullshit, Tuck! That's complete and utter—" 


"Danny?" the kind voice of the therapist pierced through his memories. 


Danny blinked. Right. He was in group therapy with the thirteen other teens in his unit. They were 
discussing moments of isolation. Times they had pushed other people away, as if his entire half-life 
as Danny Phantom wasn't one big moment of isolation. 


"Danny, would you like to share a time where you isolated yourself from a loved one?" 


His mouth dried instantly, and he felt heat rise to his cheeks. When Danny first gained the ability 
to talk during group therapy he assumed that, as time progressed, talking about Phantom stuff 
during group therapy would get easier. But now he knew better. It never got easier. 


"Danny?" the therapist prodded softly, "Do you think you isolated yourself from your loved ones 
before coming to the hospital?" 


"Yeah," he forced out. He licked his cracked lips. "I did." 
"How?" 


"I..." Danny pulled at his brain for words. He tried to ignore the way his hands had started 
shaking. All the other teens here had such believable, normal issues that fit right in during group 
therapy sessions. Even though each life story was unique, all of the patients shared a certain level 
of humanity in their experiences. A humanity that Danny and all his experiences didn't share. It 
made talking during group therapy sessions that much harder. 


Because no matter how hard he tried, he wasn't...human. No one could ignore that. 


He let out a shuddering breath, wincing at the random shooting pain in his ribcage. Nerve damage, 
he'd been told by his doctor. From...no, don't think about it. 


"I got home and I didn't...I never talked about it to anyone. I'd stay upstairs all the time in...in bed. 
You know when I first came home, my mom hugged me. I was...Oh yeah, I was in the hospital. 
Not here, the other one. The main one. And, yeah...and she—uh, hugged me. And you know what 
happened?" He looked up at the other teens in the room. They all stared intently at him, grasping 
at each word like they'd never hear Danny Phantom speak again. 


A flicker of anxiety at being the lone voice in the room gripped him, but he shoved it aside. He 
needed to power on. His therapist told him the more effort he gave at getting better, the sooner he 
could be released. 


"Nothing happened," Danny said, his own self-loathing taking over his voice. "I felt nothing at her. 
She was my mother and I felt nothing. What kind of monster gets a—a hug from their mom who 
they weren't sure if I...they'd ever see again and just feels nothing? I mean, I—I know she did 
nothing wrong. But I just. I don't know. I don't know what's...what's wrong with me. She's 

my mom." Danny's voice cracked. He shielded his face from view. 


Coming home had been infinitely harder than he'd been expecting. His core was screaming at him 
to protect. Protect his family from feeling the pain of his experiences, protecting his friends from 
his broken mind, protect himself from his own flashbacks. The GiW had destroyed everything. His 
friends and family couldn't look at him the same way anymore. His brain hardly managed to pull 
itself together long enough to get a single sentence out. His body had been torn up leaving him with 
excessive scarring and permanent nerve damage. And his core. They'd...they'd touched his core. 


"Being separated from your family is extremely taxing, Danny," the therapist said. "It makes it 
very stressful and confusing when you come back. Your brain doesn't understand how to react." 


They touched... 

"And you're not a monster," a new voice added in. "You're recovering." 
...his core. 

"Danny?" The therapist asked. 


His core. They took a piece of it away. They used a needle and took it away. It was his and 
they took it. 


His chest spasmed. He winced and gripped his shirt with a hand, hardly feeling the pressing of his 
fist against his chest. How could something be so numb on the outside but hurt so much on the 
inside? 


"Danny?" The therapist repeated. 


How could they have done this? They touched his core. They violated him. It was his and 
they...they... 


"Yeah?" Danny said, his dazed eyes shifting up to his therapist. 

She frowned. "Are you okay?" 

"Yeah." He blinked. At her unconvinced glance he quickly added, "Sorry, it's—uh, my chest." 
"Do you need me to get a nurse?" she asked, her expression tight with worry. 

"It's fine now. It passed." 


"Okay," she said, hesitating. "Alright. Justin, would you like to go next?" 
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His chest hurt. His legs shook. Just one foot in front of the other. He had to. He had been through 
worse than this, hadn’t he? He squeezed his eyes shut. He could handle this. But his breathing was 
starting to get ragged and... 


Ugh. His legs...couldn’t... 
No... 


“You’re doing so good, Danny.” A kind female voice broke through his clouded brain. “Just a little 
further...” 


“Hurts,” he grunted. 
“Ok, let’s sit down, then,” the woman said. 
He felt something tap the back of his legs and found himself all but collapsing in the wheelchair. 


Danny pressed his lips together, glaring into his open palms like they were the hands that messed 
him up beyond repair. After a tense moment of silence, he opened his mouth. “I don’t understand. I 
should be fine by now.” 


“Danny, you’re healing at an incredible rate given the amount of stress your body has undergone. 
Don’t sell yourself short.” 


“IT know.” He closed his eyes and steeled himself to stand back up. “I just...I need to do this. I can’t 
spend my life in a wheelchair. I need to get better. I have to.” 


“And you will.” The physical therapist made her way around the chair. She stood in front of 
Danny, arms crossed and an inquisitive look on her freckled face. Danny studied her face, noting 
her thin eyebrows and expressive green eyes. She’d introduced herself to him on the first day 
they’d met, and he had also heard her name from several other people after that. But no matter 
how hard he dug in his mind for her name, his brain was blank. 


The doctors told him—well, actually, they told his parents, but he’d been in the room anyway— 
that he had minor brain damage. It, like everything else, would get better with time. They’d 
reassured his parents. His parents had cried, but Danny lay in his hospital bed unmoving. He didn’t 
need a doctor to tell him that. He knew what was wrong. What was missing. 


Forgetting bits of conversation, forgetting what he ate for breakfast, forgetting what day it was— 
those had been the obvious signs. The signs that he couldn’t hide from his parents or his sister, 
who regarded him with sad eyes every time he repeated a question or asked yet again what time it 
was. 


But there was another, more subtle sign of the damage to his mind. One that he didn’t notice at 
first, one that only made itself more apparent as time went on. One that frustrated him to his core 
and that he tried desperately to hide from the world. 


Names. 


No matter how many times someone told him their name, no matter how many times he heard it in 
passing conversation, he couldn’t commit it to memory. He noticed it first with his nurses, who he 
saw every day. They were amazing, caring people who treated him with as much dignity and 
respect as they would treat each other. And for that, he was grateful. But every time he would try to 
put a name to their face...his brain would draw a blank. He couldn’t do it. 


His therapist, his doctor, his physical therapist, even the patients that he ate lunch with every day, 
he had nothing to call them by. 


And that killed him. 


The physical therapist shifted, putting most of her weight on one of her legs. “But right now you 
need to sit. Your chest isn’t completely healed yet, and if we stress your body out too much, you'll 
only end up hurting yourself. We need to take this slow, Danny. Slower than you'd like, but it’s the 
only way to do this. Anyway, most people in your position wouldn’t be out of the chair for months, 
if not years.” 


“Most people in my position would be dead,” said Danny stiffly. 


The physical therapist shrugged, her eyes darting up to the ceiling. “Yeah, well. Small blessings, I 
guess.” 


Danny clutched his chest. “I’m gonna get those one hundred feet before I go back to Casper High.” 
“That’s only a few weeks away,” she remarked, raising an eyebrow. 
“Yeah. But I can do it.” 


The physical therapist stared at him for a moment before she shook her head and sighed. “Danny, I 


”° 


“Clarice?” a deep voice sounded from the entryway. 


Danny tensed, his fight or flight senses activating out of nowhere. Calm down, Fenturd, he tried 
telling himself. You’re safe. You’re at your PT appointment. Nothing’s going to happen. 


“Can I borrow you for a second? This form isn’t right,” the man said, his voice just inches behind 
Danny. It reminded him of...it almost sounded like... 


The blood drained from his face and ragged breath escaped his lips. His hands gripped the armrests 
of his chair as his eyes stared unseeing in front of him. The white, fluorescent lights were suddenly 
blinding. Stop shaking, stop shaking. 


The physical therapist’s eyes widened as they flickered down to Danny’s trembling form. “Uh, 
Michael—” 


“Oh!” the man exclaimed, turning to face Danny. Except it wasn’t the male physical therapist. It 
was the glaring image of Operative O. 


He sneered down at Danny and wiped a fleck of ectoplasm from his otherwise pristine white suit. 
“Ectoplasm is a stain on humanity,” he growled, his deep voice digging into Danny like a hot 
knife. “TI will rid the world of it, dog.” 


It’s not him. He’s not here. 
“T’m so sorry, I didn’t realize—” 


“If you had just behaved, ghost, I might have let you keep your legs,” Operative O said, his voice 
dripping with slime. “We tried to be nice. You brought this on yourself.” 


Danny was on the tiled floor. It was cold. Damp from his ectoplasm. They’d kicked him over so he 
was lying on his stomach at some point, presumably bored of beating his face and chest. His head 
was turned to the side, mouth open like a fish as he tried to suck in any air he could through ragged 
breaths. Ectoplasm dripped out of his mouth, forming a small puddle on the floor. 


He was shaking, sweating, his body racked with pain. No! No! Please don’t. Please don’t, he 
wanted to say. But he couldn’t speak. 


In the distance, he heard the muffled voice of his physical therapist. “It’s okay. Can you go get a 
nurse for me?” 


Operative O leaned down, his eyes gleaming. He held up a metal baseball bat. “You’ve left me no 
choice, dog.” 


SNAP! 
“NO!” 
“Danny?” a face appeared in his fogged vision. “Danny, what’s going on?” 


Danny’s eyes latched onto the blurry face of his physical therapist, blinking until she came into 
focus. Her red eyebrows were raised high into her freckled forehead. Her green eyes pierced into 
his. “Danny?” she repeated. 


“I—” He coughed, as if trying to expel the phantom pain that flared in his back. He gasped out, 
“My back!” 


A look of alarm spread across her face. “What about your back, Danny?” 


His knit his eyebrows together, trying to piece together his broken memories. “They—it’s...it’s 
broken...they broke it...” 


To his utter confusion, she relaxed. “Yes, Danny. You’re at PT right now because we’re trying to 
help fix this.” 


“Y’m—I what?” Danny’s hands shot to grip his hair as he searched his brain, grasping 
at...something...something to remember. Wisps of “T-12 level break” and “paraplegia” flickered 
through his mind. His panicked expression morphed into a look of horror as his eyes shot down to 
his legs. He lifted a hand off his head and let it hover over the numb limbs and froze. Snapping out 
of his stupor, he yanked his arm back up to his chest, curling the fingers in protectively. No...he 
wasn’ t...was he? 


“You’re getting so much better though. You’re walking now and everything, Danny.” 


“Yeah,” he said through a shaky breath. “Incomplete.” 


“That’s right.” The physical therapist bobbed her head, the light reflecting off of her soft 
cheekbones. “The break was incomplete, so that’s why you’re here learning to walk again. You 
have enough motor function in your legs to essentially retrain your body.” 


“Oh.” 


“Hey Danny, what’s going on?” came the voice of an older woman. Danny looked over to see the 
kind expression of one of the more senior nurses still working at the hospital. Her light brown hair, 
speckled with gray, was cut in a short style that accentuated her curls. He searched through his 
brain for her name...he must’ ve known it, right? He saw her all the time. He was sure he’d heard it 
before... 


But nothing came to him. 
She peered at Danny through her round glasses. “Bad day, huh?” 


The physical therapist craned her head up to look at the nurse. “Michael didn’t realize Danny was 
here. He came over to ask a question.” 


The nurse hummed in response. “Sorry about that, Danny. Michael can be pretty unobservant 
sometimes. You doing okay?” 


“T...yeah...” Danny said, swallowing thickly. 


“T think he’s just a little shaken up is all. He should be okay soon.” The physical therapist glanced 
at her watch. “Our time is almost over anyway. Can you get Danny to his room? He probably 
wants to get ready before school starts.” 


“Yeah,” Danny breathed out, relieved at these words. On a typical day, he went straight from 
physical therapy to the inpatient academic classes in the morning. But today, as if the physical 
therapist could hear his thoughts, he desperately needed a few moments to collect himself. 


He didn’t understand what went wrong. Until now, he had been having a good day. He slept 
soundly last night, he socialized a little at breakfast, his chest hadn’t been acting up at all, and he 
walked far at PT. 


So what went wrong? Why did everything suddenly go to shit? 


No...that was too easy to answer. It was because his stupid brain couldn’t handle things going well 
for too long. He was broken, a mess, a joke of a functioning human. He couldn’t even handle being 
in the same room as someone with a deeper voice without his brain imploding on itself. All 
because of stupid Operative O with his stupid bald head and his stupid white suit. 


Danny hadn’t realized the nurse was wheeling him back to the inpatient wing until she pressed her 
keycard to the locked double doors. They were a disgusting shade of teal. Nothing like Jazz’s 
headband, which was brightly colored and radiated exorbitant amounts of Jazz energy. These doors 
were bleak in comparison, reflecting far more grays than blues. It reminded Danny of a swamp. 


The doors opened, and she pushed Danny into the teen inpatient sector. “Welcome back,” he 
muttered to himself. 


The entire ward was relatively small, which made sense in Danny’s mind. After all, a bunch of 
mentally unstable teenagers in a maze sounded like a terrible idea. Danny glanced to his left to the 


arts corner. It was nothing special, just a few round tables with art supplies in plastic buckets along 
the walls. To his right was the lounge area. That was nothing special there either, just a rug, a few 
long benches, and board games. Beyond that was the cafeteria. 


The nurse pushed him straight across the hallway that separated the two open rooms. A few lazy 
eyes flickered Danny’s way, but most people paid him no mind. It was no secret that Danny 
Phantom got cut up by the government and had to attend physical therapy sessions at the hospital 
outside of the inpatient facility. It was not uncommon for Danny to be pushed in a wheelchair by 
some nurse, even if he was becoming more and more independent by the day. And it wasn’t 
unusual for Danny to appear with that ever-present dazed look in his eyes. 


The nurse pushed the accessible button, opening a second set of gross teal doors to reveal a small 
hallway. Blue tiles covered the floor, and in the back of his mind, he recalled one of Jazz’s long- 
winded speeches about the psychology of colors. Blue was...calming? Danny needed to talk to the 
idiot who thought of that. The Box Ghost’s skin was blue, and that guy had caused Danny nothing 
but irritation. 


“What number are you?” the nurse asked, interrupting his inner ranting. 
Danny lifted his arm and waved it at a door to his right. “That one. Four doors down.” 


“Alrighty!” she said brightly as she pushed him through the open door of his room. “Are you 
alright here on your own now?” 


“Yeah,” he said, his voice soft. 
“Okay. We’re leaving for school in ten minutes, so be outside when you’ re ready.” 
He turned, offering her a small smile. “Thanks.” 


He stared into his plain room. The room was designed for two occupants—two beds, two dressers, 
two desks—but the second set of furniture remained unused. Danny had asked about the vacancy 
once, purposefully keeping his tone light as he did, but the response he received was lackluster. 
Disappointing. A dismissive wave of the hand along with some ill-devised excuse about there just 
being an open space, and he never brought it up again. Through his three-and-a-half week stay in 
the facility, he’d seen other people cycle through new roommates as nameless faces came and left 
the hospital. Hell, the redhead even had two roommates at once when he first moved in, and yet it 
seemed Danny’s own room was destined to remain bare. 


It shouldn’t have bothered him the way it did. After all, wasn’t it nicer to have a room to himself? 
Wouldn’t he have wanted to be alone anyway? But, for some reason, it did bother him. Maybe it 
was that final reminder, the final twist to the knife in his gut, that even to the people who preached 
how equal and deserving of human rights he was, he wasn’t human enough to have a roommate. 
He was a flight risk, a safety hazard. What sane parent would allow their child to room with a 
ghost anyway? He stared down at his paper thin arms, their color so pale that he could make out 
the veins underneath. Disgusting, that’s what he was. 


He shouldn’t exist. 
He deserved to be alone. 


After all, he brought it on himself when he went into the portal the day of his accident. And then 
later when he decided to be a hero for Amity Park instead of slinking into the shadows like most 
other ghosts. And then again, when he was too slow, too weak, and got himself revealed on 


national television. Of course he was the Guys in White’s golden prize. If he wasn’t such a 
narcissist and just kept to himself like Vlad warned him to do... 


“Stop whining,” he hissed as he heaved himself from his chair, leaning on his walker. He took a 
moment, allowing his body to balance, before walking over to his dresser and grabbing a red 
Casper High hoodie. 


He slowly made his way over to his bed and sank down on the hard mattress. He ran his hand 
through the red fabric, noting the missing strings on the sweatshirt. His mother had ripped out all 
the strings on his hoodies the day he was admitted to inpatient. Something about the hospital code 
and strings being dangerous to teens. The now undecorated garment perfectly matched his new 
velcro sneakers. 


God, if Dash could only see him now. Wearing velcro sneakers like he was a preschooler again. 


Danny would never admit this to anyone, but he was almost glad for the hospital’s strict clothing 
policy. The shoes were so simple to get on and off, a small blessing in disguise for someone who 
was only just relearning how to dress himself in the morning. Even though the hospital’s no-laced- 
shoes policy prevented him from trying, he couldn’t imagine being able to lace sneakers in his 
current state. Doing the velcro straps already took far longer than it should. As tacky as it looked, 
Danny would take whatever break he could get from life. 


He pulled the red hoodie over his head and turned his attention back to his walker. He had been too 
mentally drained when they first introduced him to it to be appalled by the fact that he needed a 
walker. And while he didn’t exactly love hobbling around in a walker in front of the other patients, 
wheeling around in front of them was equally as embarrassing in his mind. Here was the great 
Danny Phantom reduced to... 


This. 


He pushed himself off his bed and walked back over to his wheelchair. He slid down into the 
cushioned seat, undid the breaks, and left his room. Through the windows in the hallway doors, he 
saw the other teens congregated in the lounge area, looking thoroughly miserable as they waited to 
be brought down to the classroom area. He pressed the accessible button on the doors and silently 
prayed to any god that may exist that he wasn’t the last person to arrive to the lounge. 


As fate would have it, he heard a distinct “There he is! Okay, that’s everyone” as soon as he came 
through the doors. 


“Took you long enough,” a tall redhead commented as soon as Danny drew near. He was one of 
the few people who willingly sat with Danny at lunch. Maybe it was because they had both been in 
the facility for so long, or maybe it was because the redhead was a slight fanboy of Phantom. 
Danny didn’t really care. As long as the kid was friendly, Danny was fine with him. 


“What, no PT today?” the guy asked. 
What was his name? Kevin? Calvin? 


Danny fell beside him as the group turned to leave. “‘No. I, uh, got out early. So I went back to my 
room to change.” 


“Gotcha. I was confused when the nurses said you’d be walking over with us today.” 


“Yeah, well. Surprise, I guess.” Danny shrugged. 


Jerry? Chase? 


“Charlie!” came the higher timbre of the Hispanic boy who’d arrived earlier in the week. “Sit at 
my table today, yeah?” 


Now that the brunette had been in inpatient for a few days, he was starting to open up more. He 
was also one of the few people Danny liked, despite being new to the facility. He was quiet, nerdy. 
The boy had told Danny during free time that he used to play Dungeons and Dragons with two of 
his friends in middle school and asked if Danny played the game at all. Danny hadn’t, much to 
Tucker’s despair. The brunette had offered him a shy smile at this, the first smile Danny had seen 
from him since the boy’s arrival, and said “We’ll have to play it some time. You know, if you’re 
interested.” 


He was a sweet kid, truly. Danny could only wonder what happened for him to end up in a place 
like this. 


“Of course,” the redhead said. He glanced down at Danny. “You’re joining us too, right?” 
“Where?” Danny asked. 
“Uh, at our table today?” 


“Okay,” Danny said, swiveling around a corner in the hallway. He tried to ignore the way the 
hallways looked, always a pure white. A spotless, immaculate white. The tiles, shiny and pure. 
Untainted with his ectoplasm. 


“Disgusting,” Operative O hissed, pinching a white coat splatter-painted green. The darkness of the 
cell framed Operative O’s face, creeping up his cheekbones and stopping just before his eyes. 
“Look what you did. Ectoplasm stains, ghost. Pll need a new jacket now.” 


It always struck Danny as odd how, no matter how bloodied he’d get the hallways as they dragged 
his lifeless Phantom form down it, the floors in the government facility were always back to their 
pristine white state the next morning. 


“Ectoplasm stains, ghost.” 


It was as if someone hit a reset button on the facility at midnight. Every speck of ectoplasm was 
gone. The smell of burnt citrus and that hint of lime were replaced with the smell of Clorox. The 
walls glittered like snow, and the floors reflected the fluorescent ceiling lights with a purity Danny 
didn’t know existed. 


“Ectoplasm stains.” 
Too bad the reset button didn’t spread its magic to his cell. 


“Danny, you need some help there?” a voice asked, breaking Danny from his thoughts. Looking 
around, he noticed he was falling behind the group. 


“No, I’m alright,” Danny said, glancing up at the redhead. “Thanks.” 


Danny huffed, putting more force into moving his chair only for his chest to suddenly flare up in 
pain. “ Shit, ” he exclaimed, ripping his hands off the wheels as if they emitted an electric shock. 
He sat erect, eyes wide and mouth open. He tried to choke down some oxygen, but his breathing 
was choppy, disjointed, and oh god what was going on why couldn’t he BREATHE. 


“Danny?” His two companions turned around in alarm. 
“I—” I’m fine, Danny tried to say. 
A nursing assistant was on him in an instant. “What’s going on?” 


“T don’t know,” the redhead said. “He was fine a minute ago, but he just suddenly stopped. It’s 
probably his chest again.” 


“Yeah.” The nursing assistant bent down to Danny’s level. She looked at him with steady eyes. 
“Danny I’m going to stand you up, okay?” 


He nodded. Or, he hoped he nodded. He wasn’t sure. Everything hurt. The shallow breaths weren’t 
enough for him. He was starting to get light headed. The walls were so bright here. He knew he 
wasn’t at the government facility, so why did the walls have to be so bright? 


“His chest?” Danny heard the brunette whisper. 
“Yeah, he gets these flare-ups now. From...you know...” 


He felt the nursing assistant grip his arms and hoist him from the chair. It was almost depressing 
how easily she managed to lift him up. He was on a diet plan at the hospital to help him regain 
what he’d lost at the government facility, but still... 


“Take a few steps for me,” she commanded. 


He managed to nod this time as he shakily took a few steps forward. Already, the hot pain in his 

chest was receding. The tight muscles in his chest unwound slightly, allowing him to breathe. He 
closed his eyes, gulping at the air. Tugging his arms out of her grip, he placed his palms over his 
face and focused on staying on his feet. 


The perfect distraction from the dull pain that was beginning to flood his chest. 
“Danny?” she said. 


He let his arms fall to his sides. Cracking open his eyes, he noticed the other teens had stopped in 
their tracks. They stared at him apprehensively, their previous chatter replaced with silence. 


“Sorry,” he said, lowering his gaze. 

“Don’t sweat it,” the redhead said. “Here, let me help you.” 

“No, ?m—” 

“Danny,” the nursing assistant said, her tone even. “Sit down. Let us help you.” 


Danny breathed in, fully prepared to launch the reflexive ‘no’ from his lips when he stopped. He 
surveyed the group of teens in front of him. They looked uncomfortable, tense, as if they were 
waiting for him to snap, to dig out the chip in his neck with his bare fingers, power up an ectoblast, 
and launch them through the walls of the hospital. 


His eyes wandered away from the group of teens to the two boys— what were their names again? 
Craig and Mikey? —who stared at him with a mix of earnest and concerned expressions. The tall 
redhead offered him a small smile, his hand on the side of Danny’s wheelchair as if to say, “I’m 
ready whenever you are!” 


Without warning, a wave of everything came crashing down on Danny’s shoulders. He felt like 
shit. His only two friends in this hospital were here to support him, but he didn’t even have the 
decency to remember their names? Not to mention, their mental health issues were almost certainly 
more pressing than Danny’s. They were here because they tried to take their own lives, whereas 
Danny was admitted because he felt sad. And Danny was really going to fall apart in front of them? 
Force them to comfort him ? All because his chest hurt a little bit? 


How selfish could he be? Wasn’t he supposed to be the strong one? The hero? The one struggling 
kids and teens could look up to as their real-life superhero they could rely on to protect them from 
all the bad in the world? 


And now look at him. 
Utterly despicable. 


Feeling more disgusted with himself than ever, he sat down in his chair and tried not to let his face 
heat up as the redhead gently pushed him forward. He tried not to notice the pitying side glance the 
brunette gave him. He tried. 


Some hero, he thought miserably. 


“Man,” the brunette said after a few moments of tense silence. “I didn’t realize I’d still have to 
come to school here. That’s so dumb.” 


“T feel you, Miguel,” the redhead said, catching onto the shift in topic. “It’s only for three hours, 
though, so it could be worse. After tomorrow, I'll be back to the regular school day, so that’s gonna 
suck.” 


Well, that certainly piqued Danny’s interest. Before he could help himself, he asked, “You’re 
leaving tomorrow?” 


“Yeah,” the redhead said, his voice odd. “I, uh, mentioned it yesterday at lunch. Finally got the 
okay from my psychologist. So that’s good. Except then I have to go back to school and explain 
why I was out for three weeks...” 


“Oh,” he said, feeling a bit stupid for forgetting such an important detail his own friend told him. 
Embarrassment flooded through him as he was reminded yet again how different his situation was 
from the average teen. Danny was fairly certain everyone in his school knew exactly where he 
was. After all, his final breakdown had been an embarrassingly public event inside Casper High 
complete with jocks trying to calm him down, Mr. Lancer calling Jazz over the loudspeakers to his 
office, both of his parents rushing to school, and an agonizing discussion the Fenton family had 
been avoiding like the plague. So yes, even though Danny was positive his sister would never 
divulge where he was to his classmates—save Sam and Tucker—without his permission, he knew 
his peers were smart enough to put two and two together. 


But the redhead was a different story. His suffering had been a silent affair. His brain had torn 
itself to pieces, leaving only an apathetic teen who drifted through his day-to-day life without 
experiencing it. Eventually, the war inside him bubbled to the surface in the form of coming out to 
his father, which ended with screaming, tears, and the heartbreaking “Don’t come back until 
you ve sorted your shit out!” That, combined with the rejection from his classmates, had been the 
final straw for the redhead. A pit stop at a Walmart on the way home from school one day, and he 
had everything he needed to take himself out. 


He was lucky his mom came home from work early that day. 


To his classmates, the redhead simply disappeared. He wasn’t dead or else they would have heard 
about it in an obituary. Maybe he contracted mono. Maybe he was recovering from an emergency 
appendix removal. Maybe he had moved in with his dad. Maybe his grandfather in Florida died and 
he had to fly halfway across the country to be with his family. 


Nobody knew, and nobody could contact him while he was in inpatient. They were all certain to 
have questions when he got back. Questions that, judging by the redhead’s somber tone, Danny 
couldn’t imagine he would answer honestly. 


“What are you gonna say?” the brunette asked. 
“T dunno,” the redhead said. 


“Tonsil surgery has a two-week recovery period,” Danny blurted out. He remembered Jazz’s. It 
was her first time taking heavy pain medication, and that’s when they found out that her body 
couldn’t handle the pills on an empty stomach. She was violently ill and ended up back in the 
hospital with an IV in her arm. “But if you have a—a...complication, then you could probably get 
away with...uh...more time.” 


“Oh,” the redhead said. “Thanks. I might use that actually.” 

“Same, if you don’t mind,” the brunette said sheepishly. “Since I’m only here for two weeks.” 
“Tt’s not like we go to the same school,” the redhead responded. 

“Yeah, yeah. I know.” 

Danny looked up at them confused. “We’re all going to the same school.” 

“What do you mean, Danny?” the redhead asked. 

“Right now...aren’t we? We all go to the same school?” He brought a hand up to his head. 


The redhead paused before answering in a patient tone, “You’re right. Right now, we all go to the 
same school, yes. But after tomorrow, [ll be going back home, and Ill be going to a different 
school. And soon you and Miguel will also go home and go back to your own schools, too. Since 
we live in different towns.” 


“Oh,” Danny said. He wasn’t sure if he understood that or not, he kept it to himself. 


“Though, speaking of hell...” the redhead muttered, pushing Danny through a wide doorway to 
reveal the hospital classroom. It was rather average-looking, with a blue rug covering the floor and 
light pouring in from the large windows. Aside from the this-room-was-recently-renovated look the 
classroom had, the only real difference between this room and a typical classroom at Casper High 
was the use of dark wooden tables rather than individual desks. Apparently, it was to promote 
collaboration during completion of assignments. The therapists wanted the teens to work together 
and learn to ask each other for help with their math problems. Danny didn’t really see a point, but 
he didn’t voice this opinion to any of the psychologists. Even for him, a C-average student, these 
assignments were rather easy. 


Not that he was complaining. If the hospital wanted to give them algebra review, short poems to 
analyze, and easy science articles to read for three hours a day to meet the public school attendance 
policy, that was fine by him. 


The redhead steered Danny over to the table closest to the windows and parked Danny alongside 


the table. The brunette went to remove one of the wooden chairs to make room for Danny’s 
wheelchair. 


“Wait,” Danny said, gripping the wooden table. “Leave it. I’m fine.” 
The brunette glanced around nervously. “Uh, are you sure? You—the nursing assistant—” 
“Don’t worry, Miguel,” the redhead said, waving the black-haired boy off. “He’s fine.” 


Danny felt a small swell of warmth at the redhead’s assurance. He stood, leaning on the table for 
support, and shuffled over to his wooden chair. He spared a glance over at the brunette— Miguel, 
right? Or did they say Michael ?— who regarded him with an odd, pained expression. Self- 
consciousness overtook Danny, and he made a special effort to sit down in his seat as fluidly as 
possible. 


“Alright, class,” the teacher said. The awkward tension at Danny’s table dissipated immediately as 
their attention was pulled to the whiteboard. With neat blue letters, she printed something at the top 
of the board. Mrs. Reyes. Recognition sparked in Danny’s brain as he read her name. And for the 
third week in a row, he tried to commit it to memory. Mrs. Reyes. 


“Today’s math lesson is going to be review for most of you. We’re going to be doing some 
geometry today! Specifically, we’re going to be working with triangles. I’m going to pass out your 
worksheet, and then we’ll do the first few problems on the board before you guys finish the 
worksheet at your table.” 


The class collectively groaned as the teacher— Mrs. Reyes —passed out the math worksheet. 
Danny picked up his worksheet, glancing at it. It didn’t look too bad. Pythagorean theorem, some 
work with fractions, and a few problems centered around angles. All in all, not terrible. And 
thankfully things he’d already seen in Casper High’s math class, as absent as he’d been his 
freshman year. 


Regardless, he tried to pay attention to his teacher. Everything he did—or didn’t do, for that matter 
—was reported to his psychologist. If he was unable to pay attention in school, they may push back 
his release date. As it stood, he was set to be released after four weeks in the program. But if he 
regressed... 


Well, Danny could kiss his dreams of freedom goodbye. 


The te— Mrs. Reyes —drew a small box around the last example solution on the board. “Okay, 
students! Now I want you to work with your table to finish the worksheet. [ll be floating around 
the room, so wave me over if you need me!” 


Danny stared at her for a moment. How could she be so happy in a place like this? Working with 
depressive, angry teenagers all day? 


“Hey, why do you think she’s here instead of a regular school?” Danny found himself asking. 


The redhead looked taken aback by the unprompted question. “I dunno. Maybe she’s just a nice 
person. Why did you dress up in a jumpsuit and fight ghosts from attacking people every day?” 


Danny froze, his gaze locked into the redhead’s strong eyes. This was a test, he realized. A test that 
had a rather simple answer. 


Danny could just say it was his ghost obsession. Obsessions were fairly public knowledge, 
anyway, even if a small yet loud group of critics liked to say otherwise online. And it didn’t take 


too long of an observation to figure out what a ghost’s obsession was, even a halfa like Danny. 

Even if his obsession wasn’t necessarily as strong as a normal ghost, it was still everything that 
made his identity as Phantom. The silly “hero voice” he used to calm down children, the quirky 
personality, even the lame puns he made while fighting ghosts. They were all tactics he used to 
protect. 


But... “I don’t know,” Danny said, shrugging. “It just seemed like...the right thing to do.” 


But obsessions were personal. Private. Ghosts, as in-your-face as they were about their own 
obsessions, were also equally as sensitive about them. 


It was a paradox. Truly. One Danny couldn’t fully put into words. At least, not in an attempt to 
explain it to a random human. It was one of those instinctual, unspoken laws that governed the 
ghost zone. Sure, The Box Ghost quite literally had the word box in his name, and he did carry 
boxes with him almost 24/7, but Danny would never think to say the words, “You’re obsessed with 
boxes.” At least, not to his face. 


Obsessions were unspoken. Understood, but never told. Sam and Tucker once made the mistake of 
insinuating what his was, and Danny reacted by tossing his lunch in the trash and hiding invisible 
in the library for the rest of the lunch period. He apologized later—his face red with 
embarrassment—and they did too, but the topic was never brought up again. And neither was his 
reaction. Danny truly didn’t know why ghosts were sensitive about this discussion or any 
discussion related to their death or personal identity, but they just were. 


And, judging by the intrigued looks from the two other teenagers sitting at his table, this 
conversation seemed to be headed towards a dangerous discussion. 


“Are you gonna go back to being Phantom when you leave?” the brunette asked. 
Danny winced. 
Yup, he was right. 


“T...don’t know.” Danny responded quietly. “I guess, you know, if I can. Probably. So, I’m looking 
at this problem, and it uses fractions and I—I’m just not sure how to...to divide fractions. I, uh 
wasn’t really paying atten—” 


“Wait, does that mean you’ll be able to get out of the wheelchair eventually?” The brunette leaned 
closer to Danny. 


Danny leaned back subconsciously and glanced nervously around the room. A boy in the table 
next to theirs was sending nonchalant glances their way. The teacher was on the other side, helping 
the table nearest to the door with a problem. 


Damn, he couldn’t rely on her to make them focus. 
“That’s the goal,” he said. 


“Ts it because of your ghost powers?” The boy from the table in front of theirs had turned around. 
He was tall, well over six feet, with mussed-up brown hair and thick eyebrows. His eyes burned 
with curiosity. “I heard ghosts can heal fast. Does this mean your spine’s gonna re-fuse or 
something?” 


“T don’t know,” Danny said, claustrophobia beginning to creep into the corners of his mind. He 
fought to keep the panic out of his voice. “I don’t know.” 


The guy in front of him grinned. “Man, I remember watching Phantom—er, you —on TV. It was 
so cool, dude. You beat the shit out of everyone! ” 


“Yeah, it was pretty cool,” the teen at the table next to him said. He propped his elbow on the table 
and rested his sharp chin in his hand. “How did you even get ghost powers anyways? Cuz you’re 
not even dead. So how does that work?” 


A shaky hand went up to grip his hair. His chest was suddenly tight, and his breathing was 
beginning to get ragged. Through his glassy vision, he saw the redhead quirk an eyebrow at him 
from across the table. 


“Or did you die and come back to life? Is that what happened?” the teen next to him continued, 
seemingly unaware of Danny’s rapidly declining state. “Were you, like, going to turn into a ghost 
and then they brought you back at the last second?” 


Air. Danny needed air. His hand tightened its hold on his hair as his other hand tugged on his shirt. 
He felt like he was sucking air through a straw. Nausea rolled through him like a wave. White 
spots danced in his eyes. He needed...he needed... 


The higher pitched voice of the redhead pierced through his panic. “Hey, dude, stop. I don’t think 
Danny’s—” 


“What’s going on over here?” 

“Nothing, we were just—” 

“T don’t see much of this worksheet completed.” 
“Yeah, we were stuck on—” 


Danny leaned over the side of his chair and threw up. 


Chapter End Notes 
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“Pass the blue marker, will you?” Jazz nudged Danny. 
“You can’t reach it yourself?” 


“Well, I would if someone didn’t groan at me last time I did. Jazz, you’re blocking my paper! Have 
you never heard of asking? God, you’re so annoying! ” Jazz said, mimicking Danny in a high 
pitched voice. 


Danny’s eyebrows shot to the ceiling. “I do not sound like that!” 

Grinning, Jazz pitched her voice as low as she could. “ You’d rather I sound like this?” 
“Oh god, I don’t know which one’s worse.” 

Jazz giggled, her laugh bouncing across the air like a skipping stone. 


Danny rolled his eyes, not even bothering to hide the smile gracing his lips. This reminded Danny 
of the good old days, before his life fell apart. Jazz, shedding her ‘I’m too mature for you’ role for a 
few minutes to relax and have fun. And Danny, taking a break from being Phantom to goof off 
with his older sister. 


If he closed his eyes, he could almost pretend like they were at home in their kitchen. He was 
annoying Jazz as she tried to cook for them. Mom must have contaminated dinner again. She 
would do that sometimes—on accident, of course. The dinner would come to life and either try to 
take over the kitchen or sit sullen on the counter and grumble at them unintelligibly. Those days 
had been so blissful, so peaceful. They both had it so good and they didn’t even realize it. 


But those days were long gone. And Danny was never going to get them back. 


Jazz’s smile melted and was replaced by a more somber expression. “I’m really glad you’re okay, 
Danny. After we got the call this morning...well, you can imagine. We were really worried. 
Especially Mom. They really wanted to be here, you know, but they had a meeting about one of 
their grants today and they couldn’t reschedule. But they’ Il be here tomorrow. And they want you 
to call tonight, obviously.” 


As soon as Jazz opened her mouth, Danny’s eyes had latched onto his paper. His eyes swam as he 
viewed the drawing in front of him. It was supposed to be a night sky with some mountains and a 
river. Jazz had been full of nothing but glowing praise ten minutes earlier, but looking at the 
drawing now...why was it so bad? The mountains were stale, and the river wasn’t bending into the 
distance the way he wanted it to... 


Was he always this bad at art? He tried to go back into his memory, fetch some instance where he 
doodled a landscape. But he...couldn’t remember. Sure, he’d pick up a video game before he’d 
pick up a pencil and sheet of paper any day, but he had drawn before. He knew it. But he couldn’t 
remember when. Or what he drew. Other than the doodles in his cell with his ectoplasm, but— 


No. Don’t think about that. 


Surely the government didn’t mess him up this much, did they? That he actually Jost his ability to 
draw? No, he must have always been this bad. Maybe he should ask Jazz—or not . That was a 
terrible idea. She’d never give him a straight answer. 


He tried to focus again, searching for something that he might have drawn before the facility. 
Before his time with the government. Before Phantom, even. But there was just...nothing there. 
Except...he must have... 


“Danny?” 

Danny’s head whipped up. “What?” 

“T was telling you that we were all really worried about this morning?” 
He waved her off. “It’s fine, Jazz. Really. I’m fine.” 


She bit her lip. “It’s okay if you don’t wanna talk about it. But don’t pretend you’re okay when 
you’ re not.” 
“Tm fine. 99 
“Danny, stop!” Jazz paused, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. When she started again, 
Danny could tell she was using all of her self-control to keep her voice calm. “You were really sick 
a few hours ago, and Mom said they’re upping your medication. So please, please don’t pretend 
you’re okay to me. Alright?” 


He rubbed his temples, his stock of patience quickly depleting. What was with everyone today, 
anyways? Getting up in his business? 


He was so done with this. 


Danny snapped, “Okay. Fine. ’m a complete medical and emotional disaster and I’m supposedly a 
danger to myself so I’m locked up here under twenty-four hour supervision and I—I can’t look at 
the color white without completely...losing...without having a...a breakdown. Is that—is that good 
for you, Jazz? Is that what you wanted to hear?” 


Jazz looked wounded, but she didn’t flinch at his glare. “If that’s what it takes, then yes, Danny.” 


He gritted his teeth and looked back down at his bad drawing. It was so shitty. Why did he think he 
could draw a river anyways? Whose bright idea was that? 


“You know, Danny.” Jazz’s thoughtful voice cut through his path of self-destructive thinking. “T 
know that wasn’t your intention, and this may not mean much to you, but that’s the first time 
you’ve ever admitted that anything is...that you’re not okay.” 


That anything is wrong, Danny filled in the mental gaps. That anything is wrong with you . 


“T guess...I don’t know. It’s not exactly a secret I’m...you know.” He gestured down to his 
underweight body and wheelchair. “I’m fucked up.” 


“Danny, you’re hurting right now. That’s okay. You’re allowed to reach out for help, okay?” 


He could feel her emotions. The sadness, the seriousness, the love. If Danny didn’t put a stop to 
this soon, she was going to end up crying. “I know, Jazz. Geez, I was just making a—a...general 
statement.” 


“Okay, Danny.” She sighed, her lips tugging downward. 


Danny studied her face and her posture for the first time since before the Guys in White. Her red 
hair was still meticulously placed under a bright teal headband. Her clothes were still perfectly 
fitted over her thin body, with not a speck of dust or a single wrinkle showing on the fabric. Her 
skin was clear of blemishes, with a touch of translucent powder foundation spread across her face 
to touch up any tiny imperfections. She was, by all accounts, as put-together as ever. 


But when Danny looked closely, past the touch of mascara and powder foundation, he could see 
the small cracks in her presentation that gave away the hell she’d been living in for the past few 
months. The dry skin on her hands, the slight dullness to her eyes, her unplucked eyebrows—all 
tiny details that were unnoticeable to the average person, but were far too noticeable to Danny. 


“Right,” he said, unsure of himself. This wasn’t the first time Jazz had tried to get him to open up 
to her at the psychiatric hospital. Only a few days into the treatment, she came to visit, armed with 
a paper bag—Danny wasn’t trusted with plastic, according to the hospital rules—full of pre- 
approved snacks. She buttered him up, making sure he was full of food from home, before hitting 
him with the questions. 


“How are you, really?” 

“Mom said you had a bad day yesterday. Do you wanna talk about it?” 
“How has therapy been going? Do you like your counselor?” 

“We miss you, Danny. And I love you so much. You remember that, okay?” 


Jazz hadn’t stayed long after that. Danny wasn’t in the mood to talk then. She tried to smile at him, 
but her smile wavered and she rushed to hide her eyes from him. And all Danny could do was 
watch as she broke away from him and left. He didn’t try to respond, to stop her from leaving, and 
when she brought up an arm to wipe her face, he turned away. He just... couldn’t . 


And he still couldn’t, if he was being honest with himself. “You’re going to be...to be—be jealous, 
Jazz. They’re letting us go outside to play with puppies later. I think we, uh, get to take them for a 
walk, too.” 


Warmth spread across Jazz’s face, immediately dispelling the darkness that was beginning to creep 
onto her features. She finally uncapped the blue marker Danny passed her and started coloring 
again. “Wow, that’s exciting! Where are they getting the dogs from?” 


“Dunno. But that’s not important. The important thing is that...that J get to play with puppies, 
which means that it...that the universe doesn’t totally hate my guts.” 


“T guess even the universe takes breaks sometimes, right? It doesn’t have time to hate on you all 
the time.” 


“Well, if the—if it’s taking a break, it better...uh, it better last the next two hours. I know it’s not 
really the same, but...I do...I...uh...you—you remember Cujo, right?” 


Jazz nodded, unfazed at his broken speech. “The green puppy, right?” 


“Yeah...” Danny said, his voice trailing off. His brain felt fuzzy, and he could feel his eyes 
beginning to glaze over. The colors on his paper blurred together, and the slight texture to the 
white tables was starting to disappear... 


“What about him?” Jazz pressed. 
Danny’s eyes snapped back into focus. “Who?” 
“Cujo.” 


“Cujo...oh! Yeah.” Danny tried to ignore the way his cheeks were heating up. “I haven’t seen him 
in a while. Since last spring.” 


Jazz tilted her head. Her red hair fell from her shoulders. “Really? It’s been that long?” 


“Yeah. He’s been with Ember, though. Apparently, she had...she told me...told me she had a d— 
puppy when she was in, uh, in high school and she wanted...she missed having one. He still comes 
over to—to visit sometimes but, I, uh, I haven’t...you know...since...I[ haven’t...” 


Danny internally cringed. Even after trying to change the topic, he still managed to accidentally 
bring it back to his current situation: dissected like a fifth grade science project and locked up in a 
mental hospital. 


Thankfully, Jazz didn’t rise to the bait. Or maybe his speech wasn’t as intelligible as he thought it 
was. “You'll have to see him when you come home then sometime. And for now, you get to play 
with some adorable puppies! Tell me all about them tomorrow, okay?” 


Danny nodded. “Okay. Yeah. III do that.” 


“Sounds good, Danny. Listen, ve gotta head out now, but I'll see you tomorrow for the family 
session, alright? Mom’s gonna call you tonight, but I'll let her know you're feeling better now. I'll 
see you tomorrow, okay?” Jazz stood, pushing her chair in. 


For all her mother-hen-like behavior, Jazz had just enough tact to know when Danny was 
beginning to tire. And as a natural introvert, Danny understood that need for space after a period of 
socialization. But like a faulty phone software update, his mental social battery went from being an 
average length to almost nothing. Jazz, thankfully, was a pro at recognizing the signs. She knew 
exactly when to make up some excuse—even if Danny could see through it most of the time—and 
leave. 


“Yeah, I'll see you tomorrow.” Danny managed a small wave and watched as she was guided out 
of the facility by one of the staff. 


He regarded his crudely drawn mountain scene one more time next to Jazz’s...he wasn’t sure what 
she was trying to go for. Maybe a beach? Although it was hard to tell where the ocean ended and 
the sky started. For all his worries about his own art skills, Jazz was just horrendous. And a small 
part of him reminded him that, once again, Jazz was indulging in an activity that Danny enjoyed 
for him. 


He shook away that pinprick of guilt and stacked the two papers off to the side. Scooping up the 
markers, Danny tossed them back inside their clear plastic bucket. 


“Did you enjoy your visit, Danny?” one of the nursing assistants said, popping out of nowhere. She 
grabbed the bucket from the table and stacked it on a wooden shelf. 


Danny was too drained to be startled at her sudden appearance. “Yeah. When’s the next activity 
start?” 


She looked down at her watch. “You’ve got about a half hour. What’s up?” 


“Nothing. I’m just...really tired. ’m gonna go lie down if that’s okay.” 


Her eyes swept over him, and she offered him a smile. “Sure, Danny. Keep the door open though, 
okay? We’ ll come by when it’s time to go.” 


“Thanks.” Danny beelined to his dorm and transitioned fluidly from his chair to his bed. He was 
getting faster at the transition from his wheelchair to other objects. Most of that was due to still 
having some function in his legs. Although, based on what the doctors had told him, he was 
extremely lucky his spinal cord hadn’t been completely severed. Especially considering his spine 
wasn’t stabilized until he got out of the GiW facility, weeks after the initial break. 


The three weeks in the general hospital after his release from the GiW had been excruciating. His 
memory was spotty, riddled with holes thanks to the copious amount of drugs the hospital had been 
pumping into his system. Even still, memories flickered in and out of his mind. Recovery periods 
from the surgeries, new stitches appearing a disappearing around his body, and all the time lying 
flat on the bed without a pillow, unmoving for days at a time. The doctors tried their best to save 
what was left of the nerve endings in his spine while also dealing with his healing factor, but no 
one knew how halfa physiology worked. All the detailed timelines, the years of meticulous study 
and research about spinal cord injuries were all but thrown out the window when Danny arrived. 


And even worse, no one knew what exactly happened to Danny. The government records were 
sealed, and Danny wouldn’t speak. 


Danny shifted, trying his best to get comfortable despite the numbness running through his lower 
half or the constant thrum of dull pain in his chest or the way the thin hospital blanket under him 
itched his arms but didn’t itch his legs or the fact that the walls and ceiling were white. He was 
fine. He was fine. 


Not for the first time, he longed to lie on his side. But lying on his side only brought pain and he 
hadn’t done it since...before that fateful day in the Guys in White facility. When they took away his 
ability to curl up in a tiny ball in the corner of his room, tucking his legs into his chest and ducking 
his head into his arms, because oh god everything hurt so badly and sometimes he just wanted 
them to finish him off please just let the pain stop. 


He vaguely remembered hitting the ground when they tossed him back in his cell that night. What 
could only be described as a volcanic eruption exploded in his back, spilling its lava throughout his 
entire body (not his legs though, but he couldn’t think about that right now). He had fought within 
himself, struggling with his brain to please don’t pass out please don’t pass out because his body 
wasn’t lying straight on the ground and he knew his spine was broken and he needed to straighten 
his body out or else the pain would only get worse but he was too weak and oh why was he 
shaking like this he couldn’t move why couldn’t he move? 


“Danny?” a familiar voice came from the doorway. 


He perked up, allowing himself a quick glance to the doorway to see his favorite of the 
psychologists on staff. Her black hair was pulled into its signature tight ponytail, allowing her curly 
ringlets to puff out behind her. She wore a calm, effortless smile that made even the toughest 
patients open up to her. 


“May I come in?” 
“Sure.” 


The psychologist stepped into the room and made her way over to the bed. She tilted her head and 


looked down at Danny. “What’s going on, dude?” 
“Nothing,” Danny said. 
“T heard about this morning. You wanna talk about it?” 


“No,” he said quickly. No, he didn’t want to talk about how he threw up on the ground, not 
knowing why he was shaking or why his entire body felt cold. Or how the teacher had to herd 
everyone out of the room before calling his therapist to come down to the classroom area and get 
him. How he spent the next hour pulling his hair out in her office, crying because “the government 
was right, I’m such a freak!” 


“Okay,” she said. She turned and leaned against the wall. Crossing her arms, she stared up at the 
ceiling, pursing her thick lips in a thoughtful expression. 


“Ts it time to leave yet?” Danny asked, his voice tense. 
“No, not quite. But soon.” 


“Oh,” Danny said, confusion blanketing his tone. Were the staff... concerned about him? He was 
just taking a nap, wasn’t he? 


But you haven't tried to sleep yet, liar. 


She made no move to leave. She stood there, fingers tapping her elbow, neck bending side to side 
to stretch it, just waiting patiently for Danny to make the first move. Because other than his own 
therapist, he knew she knew him best. She knew exactly what would make him spill. 


It didn’t take long for the silence to get to him. “I think we’re going to try walking without the 
walker soon. Just to see if I can.” 


“Congrats, Danny. You’ve worked so hard for this.” 


“Yeah,” he said, allowing a weak smile to dawn his face. “I’m ready. It’s been...too long. I 
just...?'m sick of my body not responding to me. I just really need this.” 


She hummed in response but didn’t push further. 
He spoke without thinking. “You know, I haven’t slept on my side in weeks.” 
“Oh?’’ 


“Yeah. I...they told me I could if I put a pillow between my legs. But... don’t know...I just haven’t 
gotten around to it yet.” 


“Do you think you will?” 


“Yeah, eventually.” Danny’s eyes trailed the ceiling. “I think I’m just...I just don’t want to hurt my 
back at all. When they...Operative...uh...you know, he never personally came to my...uh—my cell. 
Except that one time. He broke my back with the metal baseball bat and...he...um...” Danny took a 
breath, trying to collect himself. “He dragged me back. Back to...to...to there. Personally. And he 
threw me in my cell. I landed in...on...my side. I don’t even think I could scream anymore. I was 
just...focusing...trying to breath. You know? And he...he was just pissed. So mad. Told me... 
told...told me...” 


“Think of this as a warning,” Operative O said, his deep voice filling the cell despite its quiet tone. 


He clicked his tongue as if he were dismissing a child. “Try to escape again, make even the 
slightest hint of a getaway, and you’ll get a lot worse than this.” 


Danny’s eyes darted around the dark cell and shallow breaths escaped his lips. He shook, his back 
on fire. Cold sweat clung to his forehead. He dug his fingernails into the damp ground and, 
scraping together his last morsel of focus, he managed to flip his body on his back. He tried to 
brace himself for the flare of pain as his back hit the ground, but nothing could have prepared him 
for the sensation akin to a hot sword dipped in acid slicing through his body. He gasped, his mouth 
and eyes open in panic. Part of his body wanted to squirm—if only to relieve whatever hell was 
burning through his flesh—while the other part of his body knew he couldn’t. Not only was he 
locked in his body, but his...legs... 


Where did they go? 


“T plan to keep you alive, rat. So don’t get your hopes up for a painless death. Your soul was 
tainted the minute you invited ectoplasm into your body. You do not deserve death. Your soul will 
never rest. So hear me now, dog.” Operative O stepped into Danny’s cell, his shoe splashing on a 
puddle of ectoplasm. “If you so much as breathe —or whatever disgusting substitution for 
breathing you half-breeds do—in the direction of the exit, I will make you wish you had never 
been born. I’ll bring you so close to the brink of death that you will be begging for me to just end 
you. But I won’t. Pll sit there and watch you as you suffer. And I'll make sure you suffer for the 
rest of your pathetic excuse for a life.” 


“He told me it was a warning,” Danny forced out, drawing himself to the present. “And that...I...if I 
tried again...they...he—uh, I don’t... don’t know.” 


There was a heavy silence. 

“That must have been really terrifying,” she said finally. 
“Yeah...I...” he swallowed, avoiding her face. “It was my fault.” 
“What was?” 


“T...” Danny’s breath hitched. His heart thudded in his chest. His cheeks burned. He tried to 
swallow that unnatural lump in his throat before he managed to get out, “It was my fault I got 
paralyzed.” 


“How so?” she pressed. 
Danny blinked back tears. “I tried to escape.” 
“The facility?” she asked, her voice rising in pitch. 


“Yeah,” he said, squeezing his eyes shut. “I tried to escape. They opened the door to give me food 
at night. So L...pushed...knocked him out. Ran. And...they caught me.” 


“Oh, honey...” 


Anger flashed through him. “No. I was so, so stupid! What was I thinking? I couldn’t...no one 
could...it was a maze...it...no one could have...right? No one could have...” 


His voice trailed off, and his eyes clawed at her face in desperation for reassurance or anger or 
something that would say ‘Yes, Danny, you were so fucking stupid for trying to escape when you 
knew the Guys in White facility would be impossible to break out of without your powers.’ 


But instead, all he found in her eyes was sadness. “Oh, honey,” she said. “No, it wasn’t your fault. 
You were trying to survive, Danny. You can’t fault yourself for that.” 


“T should have known better.” 
“How could you have predicted this?” 
“T don’t...I should have known.” 


She let go of her elbows, allowing her arms to dangle loosely at her sides. “Okay, then let’s go 
back to that moment. When you decided to escape, Danny, what did you think was going to 
happen? What was running through your mind then?” 


“T...” His eyes flickered back up to the ceiling. In a detached voice, he said, “I don’t know. I just 
knew I had to get out of there. I knew...if I stayed—I just...I realized that if I had to stay locked up 
in there for the rest of my life, I was going to kill myself. It was either I escape, or...” 


His eyes moved to look straight into hers. 


“Or I die.” 


The door opened, and Danny was hit with fresh air and blinding sunlight. He blinked a few times, 
allowing his sensitive eyes to adjust to the new view. There was a small section of pavement— 
much to Danny’s relief—and a larger grassy area that was encased by a metal fence. Tucked away 
to the right was a small play area. 


Danny maneuvered himself onto the pavement, pointedly avoiding the eye contact of the three 
women standing behind large crates on the grass. He had no doubt the volunteers were informed 
beforehand that he was here. He was recognizable on sight now, if his interactions with new 
patients were anything to go by. The redhead had told him that his face— both his faces—were on 
the news and on social media non-stop after he was revealed. 

“Hello everyone! Gather round!” one of the volunteers said. The way she spread her short arms 
out, beckoning everyone to be included in the circle, reminded Danny of Tucker’s mom. 


“My name is Charlotte, and I’m one of the trainers here. To my right is Sue and to my left is 
Maria.” She paused, allowing both women to give a small wave. “The three of us work as service 
dog trainers. So we train puppies till they’re about two years old to be working dogs, if the puppies 
so choose. Sometimes they don’t wish to be working dogs, so they get adopted out to loving 
families!” 


She looked down at the crates, her deep eyes sparkling. “In these crates, we have some pups that 
are three to four months old. They’ ve recently been introduced to going on walks, which they love 
very much. They’re all very friendly, but they’re still puppies, so they’re very playful and they get 
distracted easily.” 


The blonde woman cut in, “Yes, they’re super friendly and they love attention. So we’re gonna let 
them out, and you guys are allowed to pet them and play with them. We’re just gonna take some 
time to get to know each other. They’ve been in their crates for a minute, so they’ re all quite 
excited to be out and about! Then we’re gonna put their vests on and go for a walk!” 


Danny glanced around. Despite many of the teens’ tough exteriors, Danny could see their necks 
craning down at the crates, curiosity and excitement bouncing in their eyes. 


'”’ 


“Okay, let’s let these little guys out of their crates now!” the head volunteer said, bending down to 
undo the latches on the crates. The other two women followed suit. 


One by one, small puppies stumbled out of their enclosures, looking slightly disoriented at first to 
only perk up at the sight of grass and other humans. Some charged right over to the three woman, 
recognizing them as their trainers. Some dogs lazily sniffed around the grass. A few of the dogs, 
however, bounded right over to the nervous group of teenage boys. 


The group of boys began filtering onto the lawn, grabbing balls or pieces of rope that the trainers 
had put down ahead of time. Danny wheeled over to the edge of the pavement and stopped, unsure 
of what to do next. He wasn’t strong or skilled enough with his chair to go on the grass. He 
couldn’t bend down and pet the puppies either, at least not without risking falling out of his chair 
which would be... embarrassing. 


His hand twitched, wanting to grasp his hair, and he fought to keep it on his lap. If the nurses 
found any signs that he wasn’t stable enough for this activity, they would pull him inside. And he 
really wanted to try this. He needed to prove he was good enough to be outside with the other 
teens. 


“Look, Danny!” the friendly voice of his favorite psychologist said. “This one’s sniffing your 
chair! I think he likes you!” 


Danny craned his head around to see a small yellow lab sniffing the back of his wheelchair. Its 
nosed roamed around the black material in curiosity as to what this large contraption could be. The 
puppy tilted its head up to look at Danny. 


Danny’s breath hitched. What should he do? With Cujo, it was so easy. Cujo was a ghost, and 
ghosts had a tendency to be direct about their feelings. The little ghost dog would waste no time 
telling Danny if he wanted to be pet or played with whenever Danny would come to visit him. But 
a real life dog...what was the protocol? Should he wave? Or would that be weird? He couldn’t 
exactly bend down to pet the little guy. Oh god, was he doomed to fail this task before it even 
started? 


The puppy, at receiving eye contact with Danny, opened its mouth and dangled its tongue over the 
edge of its lips. It beamed up at Danny, tail wagging with excitement. 


“Wow, what a cutie,” the therapist said. She bent down, wrapped her hands around the puppy’s 
torso, and hoisted him into the air. She moved around in front of Danny, displaying the small 
puppy in all its glory. “Aww, he’s so adorable. I just want to hug him forever.” 


“Yeah,” Danny agreed, still unsure of what he should be doing. “He’s cute.” 
“You want to meet him?” 

“Uh, sure.” 

“Here.” The therapist plopped the puppy down on Danny’s lap. 


“Oh!” Danny’s hands shot up, hovering toward his chest. The dog maneuvered around Danny’s 
legs, turning around to face him, eyes sparkling with interest. In the back of his mind, Danny 
registered a vague pressure on his legs where the dog was. But it didn’t feel like when Cujo would 
climb all over his lap. He couldn’t feel this dog. 


At his hesitation, the therapist reached out and began scratching behind the dog’s ears. The puppy 
closed its eyes, leaning into the welcoming touch. She grinned and allowed her dark fingers to 


travel along to the side of the puppy’s face. 


“See, Danny? Just like this. Look, he loves it! Aw, lil baby. He’s such an angel,” she cooed. 
“Danny, do you wanna try now? I think he’d really love to be pet by you.” 


“Oh—uh, okay.” Danny’s hands lowered slowly, hovering over the puppy. He glanced around to 
see the other boys happily interacting with the dogs. The redheaded teen tossed a ball across the 
field, his face stretched in a wide grin as the golden retriever bolted after it. Even the shy Hispanic 
boy was crouched over a puppy, rubbing its belly as the dog rolled against the grass. 


Danny breathed out, willing his shoulders to relax. He could do this. He just had to try. If everyone 
else could pet the puppies, then so could he. He was fine. 


“Okay,” he said, making contact with the tan fur. It was soft against his fingers, and he delicately 
ran his hands along the base of the dog’s skull, allowing the thin strands of fur to pull between his 
fingers. 


The dog wagged its tail in delight. 
“There you go, Danny,” the therapist encouraged. “See? You’re doing great.” 


“Yeah,” Danny said in a breathy voice. He felt his chest unwinding. His mouth quirked upwards. 
“Yeah. Wow. Yeah.” 


The puppy curled up on Danny’s lap, nuzzling its head against his arm. Danny ran his hands along 
the puppy’s back, his eyes wide. It was... relaxing? Against Danny? It actually enjoyed Danny’s 
petting? 


“Wow...it’s...yeah...” Danny said. “I’ve always wanted a puppy.” 


“They make the best pets,” the therapist agreed. “They just give so much love. I think everyone 
could use a little more love in their lives. No matter who they are.” 


“Yeah,” Danny said. 


The puppy was so calm. So peaceful. It breathed out, its breath tickling Danny’s arm. Danny rested 
his free hand on top of the puppy’s head, rubbing small circles into its skull. The puppy’s eyes 
closed in response, its body melting into Danny as it dozed off. 


“Hey!” A sharp voice cut into Danny’s thoughts. “Dog! Come back here!” 

Dog. 

Dog. 

Danny’s body tensed. His vision tilted. 

“Come when you’re beckoned, dog...or your life will be far worse than you can imagine... 
Chills swept through him. He felt the blood drain out of his face. His lips were cold. 

Dog. 

“You need to be trained...like a rabid dog...” 


His breathing hitched. He ripped his arm from under the puppy and drew his hands close to his 


chest. 


White walls, splattered with green as if part of a five-year-old’s art project stared at him. He 
wasn’t...no, he was back there. He was back there in the facility. They were testing...ugh, what 
were they testing that day? He glanced around for clues, to see wires protruding out of his arm, 
green fluid flowing slowly through the plastic tubes. It was flowing...out...no, that was the wrong 
direction... 


The leering image of Operative O flickered into his view. “Your only use, dog, is as a science 
experiment. When I’m done with you, Pavlov himself will be jealous of my work.” 


“Danny, careful!” The wavering image of the therapist appeared through his vision. She jolted 
forward, her arms shooting down. Down... 


Danny felt his head tilt down. There was an animal on his lap. A puppy. Its wide eyes were staring 
up at him. The puppy. The... 


Dog! The puppy, Fenton! 


He forced his breathing to regulate, taking in deep breaths of air like he practiced with his therapist. 
In two three, out two three. In two three, out two three. 


Squeezing his eyes shut, he whispered, “I’m not a dog. I’m not. I’m not.” 
The therapist stood back up. “Oh, Danny. Are you okay?” 


“Yeah.” He opened his eyes and surveyed the scene. Thankfully, the other boys were too distracted 
with their dogs to notice his near breakdown. “I’m sorry, I’m okay. I can do this. I’m fine.” 


“T believe you, hon.” The therapist gave him a proud smile. “You’re doing amazing so far. I’m so 
proud of you.” 


Danny turned his head down back at the puppy, which was leaning its head against his torso. He 
rubbed the top of the puppy’s head, watching as it started dozing off again. 


“Dogs are so precious, Danny,” the therapist said. “They do so much good for the world.” 


He froze, and his initial instinct was to glare up at the therapist. Let her know that nope, she’d just 
crossed the line. He was not going there. Not now, not ever. He would take those emotions to his 
grave if needed. 


But before he could start the process of forming a glare, a second voice hit his mind. Why? Why 
was he so defensive about that word? Why did it get to him? 


Why was he so hurt? 


The dog on his lap had done nothing to hurt anyone. It was calmly napping, snuggling into 
Danny’s disfigured body as if he were the best pillow in the world. It was peaceful, loving, and 
perfect in every way Danny wasn’t. He didn’t think that this puppy had a hateful bone in its tiny 
body. 


Why did the Guys in White do that? Why did they have to make Danny associate a universally 
treasured animal with something so dirty? Why did they frame Danny as something undeserving of 
basic love, when dogs themselves were brimming with so much of it? 


“T’m just...” Danny started. The words were lost in his throat. “TI just...” 
“Take your time, hon,” the therapist said. 


He huffed, as if resetting his breath would help him think faster. The Guys in White were wrong. 
They were wrong to think of dogs as dirty mutts waiting to be tamed, and they were wrong to 
associate Danny as a creature unworthy of anything. But it was all over now. Danny was out of the 
GiW’s custody. He was here now, in a safe place with a puppy sleeping on his lap. 


“T think they’re nice. Puppies are, I mean,” he finished lamely. Because how could he begin to 
explain the mess of thoughts swirling around in his brain? His mind so desperately trying to sort 
the GiW’s reality from actual reality? Because he was safe now. And the GiW were wrong. He 
was safe. The worst was behind him. It was only uphill from here. 


The therapist nodded. “Yeah, they really are.” 


right? 
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Chapter Notes 


Terminology used in the chapter: 


TEP: Individualized Educational Plan. It's a contract between the school and 
student/student's family (if student is under 18) that dictates an untraditional schooling 
need. For example, someone who is Hard of Hearing may require to be seated in the 
front of the room, or for the teacher to wear an FM system to help the student hear 
better. 


PHP: Partial Hospitalization Program. Once the patient is stable enough to not need 
24/7 inpatient care, they are allowed to go home from treatment during the evenings. 
PHP treatment usually lasts 6-8 hours per day for two weeks to a month. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Danny looked up to see all eyes on him. Oh, right. He was in family therapy. Or, kind of family 
therapy. Jazz wasn’t here. Apparently Danny would be too overwhelmed if there were more than 
two of his family members in the same room with him in the hospital, so Jazz was left to fend for 
herself in the wilderness that was Casper High. Danny didn’t really care either way. After all, Jazz 
would just cry and try to pick apart his feelings in front of his parents, which was something he 
wanted to avoid, thank you very much. It was bad enough she had to do it at all. Danny wasn’t 
opposed to saving himself from that potential disaster. 


“What?” Danny said. 


“How are you feeling about being transferred to outpatient next week, Danny?” his therapist asked, 
tapping her slender fingers against the sleeves of her emerald shirt. 


“Fine.” 


She nodded as though he just poured his heart out to the audience. “Thank you. And you, Jack? 
How do you feel about Danny coming home next week?” 


Jack looked down at his lap. When he spoke, his tone was soft. “I’m happy that he’s finally going 
to be coming home. But...” 


“But?” the therapist prompted. 
“But I’m worried. Obviously.” 
“Why are you worried?” 


A wry smile appeared on his lips. “I just love my family too much. When they’re hurting, I worry 
for them. It’s my natural response as a parent.” 


“What about for Danny specifically? What about him moving home worries you?” 


Jack’s smile fell, and he was silent for a moment, his gaze never leaving the blue carpet below 


him. “I’m worried because...[ don’t want to do anything that will cause Danno to panic. I don’t 
want to hurt him. And I feel... know I’m not the most observant guy around, but this is a whole 
new territory. And I’m not just talking about the... mean, it’s just everything . There’s so much I 
don’t know. I want to know, and I understand why I don’t, but I love you too much, kiddo. I don’t 
want to hurt you. You mean the world to me.” 


Beside him, Maddie started sniffling. Jack wrapped an arm around her, rubbing her shoulder like 
he did every family therapy session. He grabbed a tissue box and handed it to her. 


“And Danny? Would you like to say anything as a response?” the therapist asked. 
No. What he wanted to do was go take a nap. 


“Uh...” Danny licked his lips. Keep it short. Practice it in your head before you say it. You can do 
it, just say the sentence. “I...?'m sorry if you—uh, you feel um...I’m okay. I’m fine. I—T’'Il be 
okay.” 


Goddamnit. Shit. Shit. He couldn’t even get through the sentence. He refused to make eye contact 
with his family, not wanting to see the anxiety-ridden expressions of his parents because he was 
supposed to be getting better in inpatient but he still couldn’t get through a simple “I’m fine” 
without stumbling around like a drunken barhopper. 


“Danno, you don’t have to be strong for us. We’re your parents.” 

“Tm fine, though.” 

The therapist lowered her clipboard. “It’s okay, Danny. This is a safe area.” 
This was so dumb. Why was he here again? He could be asleep. “Okay?” 
“You seem unsure. Why is that?” 


“No, no!” Danny held up his hands. His plan to fly under the radar was imploding by the second. 
“J—uh, I know. It’s just...It’s just ’'m fine. You know? It’s—okay, uh, yeah...” 


“Okay, Danny.” The therapist shifted her gaze. “Maddie? Would you like to communicate with us 
how you feel about Danny coming home next week?” 


“Um.” Maddie sniffed, dotting her red-rimmed eyes with a tissue. “I’m very relieved. It’s been so 
long since Danny’s been home. So, so long. I just... feel like my life’s been put on hold and I’m so 
relieved that he’s finally coming home. I’ve missed him so much.” 


Danny squirmed in his seat, diverting his eyes away from his mom. 


“But ’'m also so worried. He’s only been here a few weeks and—oh, Danny, I’m so sorry—but ’'m 
concerned he’s not ready to come home. He...you...” 


“What’s that?” the therapist prompted. 


Maddie crumpled the tissue in her fingers. “It’s about Danny’s incident yesterday. The one in 
class? It just makes me so worried about him going back to Casper High because...well...” 


Nope. No. He was not getting into this right now. 


Trying to keep the irritation out of his voice, Danny grounded out, “I know.” 


The therapist quirked her brow at Danny. “Yeah? What’s going on, Danny?” 
“Nothing.” Danny tightened his fists. “It was nothing.” 


“Tt wasn’t nothing, sweetie. You got very ill during class yesterday, which was very similar to 
when you got ill at Casper high. And honestly, it makes me very nervous about you coming home 
so soon,” Maddie said. 


Danny felt his cheeks heat up. He crossed his arms and slumped down in his chair, looking 
anywhere but at the people in the room. He almost wanted to open his mouth and tell everyone off 
for forcing him to be here because he really didn’t want to deal with this right now and please for 
just one day couldn’t he not deal with his emotions? Just keep them trapped behind a locked door 
and incinerate the key? 


Maddie seemed to take his silence as permission to continue. “It was my fault. I pushed him to go 
back to school too soon. I didn’t want to admit that...that anything like this happened to him. I just 
wanted things to go back to the way they were. I...I didn’t even stop to think about if Danny was 
going to be able t-to handle it all. It was—/ was so selfish. I’m sorry.” 


Maddie’s voice broke. She blew her nose, the sound echoing around the otherwise silent room. 


“Tt wasn’t your fault, Mads. We all met with Lancer and the principal. We all agreed to have him 
attend school again when he came home from the hospital,” Jack said, rubbing Maddie’s shoulder. 


The therapist pursed her lips. “Sometimes our brains refuse to fully accept certain situations 
because that makes them real to us. It doesn’t make you selfish or mean you’re a bad parent. It’s 
just our brain’s way of coping with a bad situation.” 


“My brain’s coping caused Danny to get hurt,” Maddie said. 


“Hmm, but it also led to him getting the help he needed, didn’t it? The anxiety attack yesterday in 
school wasn’t great, but compared to a few weeks ago, Danny was able to bounce back from it very 
quickly. He was a bit fatigued directly after, but by the afternoon, he was participating in group 
therapy sessions with the other teens like normal,” the therapist explained, gazing at Maddie with 
warm eyes. 


“Still...” Maddie’s voice trailed off, the unspoken it’s my fault resonating around the room. 


The therapist offered a smile. “Sometimes our decisions may have poor outcomes in the moment 
but in the long run may lead to the most success. And yes, the past few weeks have been extremely 
hard for the both of you as parents. No one wants to see their kid hurting. But Danny’s here , witha 
team of people who are here to support him and both of you. He’s safe and supported, and so now 
it’s time for you to allow yourself to accept what happened without beating yourself up over it. 
What happened at school was not your fault, Maddie. It was simply the result of a bad situation.” 


Of course it wasn’t her fault. Danny knew this. Why couldn’t his mom? 

If Danny hadn’t been so weak, he wouldn’t have had issues in school. 

He wouldn’t have had to come here. 

He could be home. In bed. Asleep. Not talking to anyone. With the lights out and curtains drawn. 


But right now, that sounded too good to be true. And Danny knew deep down that those nice 
moments in life were not for him. He wasn’t allowed peace in his life. And he would never be 


allowed another peaceful moment ever again. The Guys in White ensured this by gifting him with 
a lifetime of medical issues and painkiller prescriptions. 


Danny shifted, his chest twinging unhappily. A second clonazepam sounded like a dream right 
now... 


Wait, what? 
Focus, Danny. 


Danny cued himself back in to the conversation. “...but you’re sending Danny back to school after 
the PHP program, aren’t you?” 


Maddie shifted. “Yes, he’ll be going back to school. But not right away. We’ll give him some time 
to adjust, and when we do send him to school, it’Il be different this ttme. We know where we went 
wrong.” 


“Can I ask what you’re planning for him?” 


There was a slight pause before Maddie responded. “Well, we adjusted Danny’s IEP so he’Il be 
going to school for only half of the day to start, and he’ Il only be studying the core school subjects. 
The learning specialists in the school’s learning center will be working directly with him, so his 
class size will be reduced to about five students and two teachers. All of Danny’s teachers are 
making modified lesson plans to send down to the learning center for him to complete, and they’ ve 
all said they’re willing to come down during a free period and help him if he needs the extra help.” 


The therapist nodded. “That sounds good. I think he’Il really benefit from the smaller class sizes. 
He seems to do well here in smaller group situations, wouldn’t you say, Danny?” 


Danny shrugged, keeping his head down. This wasn’t the first time nor would it be the last time 
that adults talked about Danny right in front of him, like he was inept. And in some ways, he was 
inept. At least, that’s what he told himself. 


Before the Guys in White, if his parents were making him uncomfortable he could jump straight 
into the conversation and snap at them. He could say something teenagery like, “Stop 
embarrassing me!” or “Can you lay off me for a second?” 


Everything was different now. His brain didn’t react correctly anymore. Thinking took effort, 
talking took effort, listening took effort. Everything was exhausting. And a lot of the time, he 
simply didn’t have the energy to engage. 


He was too fragile to go to regular school. He was officially a special-ed kid. Which, if he was 
being truthful, he was surprised he hadn’t been referred to the learning center long ago, when 
Phantom first started turning school into an anxiety-filled mess. He guessed he always had decent 
grades before then—courtesy of being the child of two cutting-edge scientist parents with four 
degrees and a PhD between them—but even then, a part of him was still bitter no one had done 
anything. Not a single one of his teachers requested he get sent down for testing or asked he 
receive additional help. The administration slapped the “lazy” label on him and handed out 
detention after detention, as if that would to teach him not to fail out of school. 


Well, a nervous breakdown in the gym locker room and a diagnosis of mild brain damage certainly 
did the trick. 


“There’s some other things too,” Maddie continued. Danny heard another tissue being ripped from 
the box. “He’ll get time-and-a-half to complete his tests, and he’!l do his test one-on-one with a 


teacher aide. And when he finally does start reintegrating into the classroom, he’1l be seated in the 
front of every class.” 


“How long do you plan on keeping this education plan active for?” the therapist asked. 


Jack spoke up. “At least until winter break. We’re going to reconvene at the end of the fall term 
and see where Danny’s at. If we think he’s ready to start going to some more classes, then we’ ll 
start that process. And if not, then we’ll keep the half-day schedule only. No rush, right Danno?” 


Danny shrugged again. 


“This seems like a thorough plan. It’s very good that you two were able to reflect about the 
deficiencies with the first plan and adjust accordingly. I know this time has been tough, but please 
don’t forget to celebrate the small victories that have happened, like gathering this IEP in such a 
short amount of time.” The therapist turned to Danny. “What do you think about all this, Danny? 
This is your education, and it’s important that you have a say in what you want your high school 
experience to be.” 


Danny unraveled his arms, dropping them to his sides. He pressed a finger into his thigh, as if he 
hadn’t just checked three hours ago whether or not his paraplegia had miraculously been cured, but 
he felt nothing. 


“Danny?” the therapist prompted, her voice a bit softer. 
“Um...it’s fine.” 
“Did you have any questions or concerns about your IEP? Anything you wanted to ask?” 


“Uh...” Danny played with the hem of his hoodie. It was clear that the therapist wasn’t going to let 
him off easily. A few weeks ago, they might have let him sit there silently during family therapy 
hour, but now Danny was stable. He had to participate. 


He breathed out and tried again. “Will I be going to homeroom? With Sam and Tucker?” 
“Yes,” Maddie answered. “Lancer actually suggested we leave that as is.” 


Alarm bells were going off in Danny’s head. “Really? I bet...I bet he just wanted to keep a—an eye 
on me. In homeroom. Make sure I even... actually showed up to school.” 


“Now don’t say that,” Jack said. His voice was uncharacteristically thoughtful. “I think part of it’s 
that he wanted to make sure you’re doing okay, but another huge piece that he brought up is he 
wanted to give you time to see Sam and Tucker since they won’t be in learning center with you. 
Between school, PT, and outpatient, you’re going to be pretty busy. I think he just wanted to make 
sure you get a chance to see your friends too. Danno, I know you and Mr. Lancer haven’t always 
understood each other, but believe me when I say that he’s really rooting for you. He’s been a huge 
help through all this.” 


Danny rolled his eyes and crossed his arms again, not caring about whatever attitude he was 
showing. 


“He’s your teacher advocate for your IEP plan, you know,” Maddie added in. 
“T know, Mom.” 


The therapist gave no reaction to Danny’s moody display. Danny wondered if, deep down, 


everyone in the room was almost glad to see this bit of adolescent defiance leaking out of Danny. It 
had been too long since he was able to show attitude without fear of being hurt. Not that he 
behaved like the government wanted him to while he was locked up—God no, his defiance there 
led him to a wheelchair. 


But this...this was normal. Well, it was as close to normal as he could get at the moment. 


“There’s also the manner of planning out his outpatient schedule. Danny will be attending 
the a PHP program, correct?” the therapist asked. 


Maddie nodded. “Yes, that is correct.” 


“Good. I'll still be seeing him for his individual sessions three times a week starting next week. 

And he’ll be in the PHP program for about six hours per day, five days per week. Based on our 

sessions, the PHP program sessions, and how his time at home goes, that number will slowly go 
down as time goes on.” 


“How long will he be going to the PHP program before we can start adjusting the schedule down, 
would you say?” Maddie asked. 


The therapist pressed her thin lips together and shrugged. “It really differs person to person. 
Everyone’s different, and everyone responds differently to the group therapies in outpatient.” 


Danny’s eyes flickered over to Maddie, searching for her reaction. Did she think he wasn’t 
capable? That he was doomed to never graduate from outpatient? But her face betrayed nothing. 
She was blank, controlled. 


“Ts there anything we can do? As parents? I want this transition to be as smooth as possible,” 
Maddie said. 


“The family unit is the most critical part of this process,” the therapist said. She paused, the corners 
of her lips turning upward. “Maddie, Jack, you both are very capable and empathetic people. As his 
therapist, I have nothing but good faith in the both of you that Danny will be supported when he 
returns home on Monday.” 


Danny glanced over to his wheelchair next to the door. The object of his failure was suddenly 
melodic in its call to him to sit down and escape whatever the hell this was. Family therapy was 
always his least favorite time of the week. And the torture of opening up to his family seemed to 
get worse each session as his therapist prodded new memories and emotions Danny would rather 
keep shut. 


“But is there anything specifically I can do? Please, I just want to help my son.” 


“Just being there for him, as you have been since he started this program, is all we need in order to 
continue the healing process.” 


“Mads,” Jack said, rubbing Maddie’s shoulder. “We got this. We all do. Right, Danny?” 
Danny grunted, his eyes fixed on his lap once again. This was awful. This was so awful. 
He wouldn’t be in this position if he hadn’t gotten himself revealed on television. 
Which wouldn’t have happened if he had just dodged that fucking attack. 


Seriously, how hard was it to dodge an ecto-weapon? The noise they made as they let out a blast 


was enough of a warning that it was time to move. 
This was his fault. This was all his fault. 


Now his parents had to be in family therapy with him. And they thought this was their fault. When 
really, no, it was Danny’s fault. But they couldn’t see that, could they? They thought it was their 
fault. They were blaming themselves and beating themselves up. But it wasn’t their fault. It was 
his. 


Because he didn’t dodge Skulker’s attack— 

It was all his fault. 

—even though he could hear it coming— 

He was lucky the government didn’t kill him. 

—why didn’t he just dodge— 

It was his fault. 

— he let himself be hit— 

His fault. 

—even if it was a new weapon, he should have seen it coming— 
Fuck. 

“So, you’re leaving then.” A quiet voice cut into Danny’s thoughts. Danny swiveled his head 


around to see the Hispanic boy, who stood over his chair with slouched shoulders and an 
unreadable expression. 


“Yeah,” Danny said. 
“When do your parents get here?” 


“Any minute,” Danny answered quietly, glancing at the overhead clock. It was technically three 
minutes past when they said they’d be arriving, but his parents were known for being either 
extremely early or extremely late to any function whatsoever. There was no in-between with them. 


“They seem nice.” At Danny’s odd look, the boy added, “You know, from what I’ve seen on TV.” 


“Oh,” Danny said. He still forgot his family was famous now. Danny hadn’t seen any of their TV 
appearances yet, but apparently they’d already retracted many of their theories, slamming the 
world with hard evidence along the way. All to get Danny home. 


All for him. 
“They’re great,” Danny mused. “Weird, but great.” 
“Veale: 


Danny’s eyes flickered back over to to the boy. His arms were pressed into his stomach, one hand 
nervously scratching the other. Danny squinted up at the boy his brain slowly figuring out how he 


should respond. Finally, he blurted out, “What?” 
“Huh?” 
“You look like.... dunno.” Danny waved a hand at him. “Something’s up.” 


“Oh, I just...” The brunette pulled out a chair and sat down next to Danny. He took a deep breath 
and tried again. “Do you think we’ll be friends after you leave? I mean, you’re leaving now, and 
I’m leaving next week. Do you think we’ll still talk after I get out?” 


Danny averted his gaze. “Sure.” 


“Okay. That’s good. I just—I mean, I know you don’t think of yourself like this. But you’ re like a 
celebrity and all. And I’m just some loser from—” 


“You’re not a loser.” Danny glared at the table. 

“Yeah but I’m not, you know...” 

Danny’s glare snapped up at the boy. “You’re not what? A half-ghost?” 
“No! I wasn’t going to say that!” 

“A science experiment?” 


“No, not even!” The teen ran his fingers through his hair, frustration clearly painted on his round 
face. 


“Then what?” 


“You're just...” The teen shifted, bringing elbows off the table and onto his lap. “You know. 
You’re so cool. You’ve saved so many people and helped so many people out. You’ re like the real 
life version of DnD, you know? And I get that you’ re here and I’m not saying that being you has 
been easy. Because...it hasn’t. Obviously. But you have the whole world that cares about you. So 
many people fought for you, and you have so many people back home waiting for you. Your 
friends and family. All your classmates. And I just...[ have no one.” 


“Oh,” Danny said, staring up at the boy who refused to look back at him. “What do you mean, no 
one?” 


“You know...[ don’t have friends. At my high school. I’m not like you. I’m not part of the cool 
group or anything. Kids don’t talk to me, and when they do, it’s...” his voice trailed off as his eyes 
shifted up to the ceiling. 


‘Cool. 
Huh. 


Danny Fenton had been called a lot of things—loser, freak, nerd—but cool? That was one word 
he’d never been called before. And Danny Phantom hadn’t heard it in a while either. In fact, 
Danny couldn’t remember the last time anyone had called him, Fenton or Phantom, cool. At least, 
he hadn’t heard it since last spring. When Dash and Paulina ruled the halls, talking about how cool 
Phantom was, blissfully unaware that he was the same loser they just elbowed into a locker. And 
Danny... 


Danny went about his day as usual. Ignorant as to what was to come. 


“T’m not cool,” Danny found himself saying. “Before everything came out, I wasn’t...people didn’t 
like me very much. The other kids at school.” 


The teen shook his head. “That’s not what I’m saying. You don’t get it because you have friends. 
Not being the most popular in your class isn’t the same as—” 


Before Danny could stop himself, all his dirty secrets were spilling from his mouth like a waterfall. 
“Dash—the quarterback—he locked me...locked me in those tall thin lockers. And he and his 
friends would lean against the door so I-I couldn’t get out. They’d laugh. And then they’d...they’d 
let me out. Which was almost worse. Because...because it was me versus...all of them.” 


“Oh,” the teen said, his eyes as wide as saucers. And for a moment, Danny almost felt embarrassed 
that after the teen had come to him with his own insecurities about school, Danny had responded 
selfishly. 


But he didn’t feel embarrassed. He didn’t feel bad about stealing the spotlight once again for his 
own problems, because goddamnit this was one of the only boys who gave Danny any semblance 
of friendship at inpatient, and Danny didn’t want to keep up the “perfect ghost hero” facade with 
him any longer. If the public wanted to think his human form was an innocent angel? Fine. So be 
it. But this teen? Who pushed his wheelchair down the hallway when Danny’s chest had a fit? Who 
sat with Danny during mealtimes and didn’t say a word at the various heavy drugs he was given 
each morning and evening? Who colored with Danny and kept the conversation alive despite his 
stuttering mess? 


No, this boy deserved better. He deserved the truth. 


Danny exhaled. “Yeah. But they didn’t...something changed. When I went to school now. They 
didn’t...they didn’t...I guess it was the wheelchair...” 


“Maybe they felt guilty.” 
“Maybe...” 


“Mine won’t be so nice when I get back to school.” The teen twisted the sleeves of his hoodie. “Oh 
god, and if they ever found out where I’ve been...that would be the end of me.” 


“Tonsil surgery, remember?” 
The boy gave a weak smile. “Yeah. Just don’t rat on me when we get out, okay?” 
“Sure.” 


It’s not like he could rat the boy out even if he wanted to. Danny had no idea what his name was, 
and at this point, it would be too embarrassing to ask. 


As if he could read Danny’s mind, the teen reached over the table and grabbed a loose piece of 
paper and a marker from the art bucket. He scribbled something down on the paper and all but 
shoved it onto Danny’s lap. ‘Miguel Cantos 817-43 1-XXXX’ 


Danny must have looked lost because the boy’s expression immediately turned sheepish as he 
ducked his head down and muttered, “My cell. In case you wanna stay in touch after we get out.” 


Miguel Cantos. Danny repeated the name in his head. His eyes flickered back up to the small boy 
sitting in front of him, who was currently curling in on himself. The teen—Migue/—ran a hand 
through his short hair, his round cheeks turning red at Danny’s continuous staring. 


“Thanks,” Danny said, glancing back down at the paper. Miguel Cantos. He couldn’t forget that 
name. 


“Can I ask you something?” the—Miguel said. 

“Sure.” 

“You don’t have to answer this if you don’t want to. But I was just curious.” 
“Go ahead.” 


“Okay.” Miguel nodded, hesitating. His fingers fidgeted until they landed on the hem of his long- 
sleeved shirt. Tan fingers pulled and stretched the material, twisting it till the cloth hid his thumb 
from view. “Are you the only one? Or are there more people like you?” 


“Oh, uh...” Danny leaned back in his chair. 
Shit. 
Well, there went any semblance of not lying to this kid. 


Technically, minus Vlad, he was the only person like this. And even then, Vlad was ever so 
slightly different from Danny. Not to mention he was a total creep who had completely given in to 
his sick obsession with Maddie and seemed to think that killing Jack and kidnapping Danny on 
multiple occasions was the only way to win both Maddie and Danny’s affections as his pseudo son 
or whatever twisted thoughts that plagued his head. 


But even then, even after everything Vlad had done, he still couldn’t rat him out as being a halfa. 
Maybe it was his obsession talking, maybe it was the constant need to have this one-up on Vlad, 
but at the end of it all, being a halfa was something too personal, too private. Vlad and Danny alike 
had taken their secret and guarded it within an inch of their lives again and again. Danny was the 
one unlucky enough to have been outed on national television, not Vlad. He fucked up, and he 
suffered the consequences tenfold. 


Danny wouldn’t wish what happened to him on anyone, not even Vlad. 
“Yeah, I’m the only halfa.” 
“Oh, wow. Do you and your family know why?” 


“They have their theories,” Danny said, choosing his words carefully. Most of his parents research 
was confidential, and he and his parents hadn’t really been able to sit down and talk about all the 
ghost-stuff yet. 


There was also the matter of Danny not exactly being too keen on having his physiology on display 
to the public like he was a rare zoo animal. Nope, no thank you. 


“They don’t know for certain...why I survived the accident. ..it—it’s speculation.” 
“Oh. That’s cool then,” Miguel said. 
“Danny,” a gentle voice came from behind him. 


Danny swiveled around to see one of the nursing assistants approaching the pair, a warm smile on 
her face. “Your parents are here.” 


“Thanks,” Danny said. He turned back to Miguel. “Well...” 
Miguel offered him a grin. 

It looked forced. 

“This is it. You’re off,” he said. 


“Yeah.” Danny exhaled, trying to dissipate the knots of anxiety that decided to spring into 
existence. “Yeah. This is it.” 


“T’ll come with you to get your bag,” the nursing assistant said. She stepped to the side, raising her 
arm in the universal “after you” motion. 


“Okay.” Danny’s voice sounded distant to his own ears. 


“Hey.” Miguel slowly lifted his hand, curling it into a loose fist. His face relaxed, and a real grin 
replaced the fake one from before. “It’s been good getting to know you, Danny. I never expected to 
meet you, and I never thought you would ever give me the time of day if we did happen to cross 
paths. You’re awesome, dude. Keep in touch.” 


Danny raised his own fist in kind, lightly tapping the tan skin with his pale knuckles. He felt the 
corners of his lips twitch up involuntarily. This time, the assurance along with a “you too” didn’t 
seem so forced either. 


He dropped his arms to his side, undid the breaks on his wheelchair, and pivoted away from 
Miguel. A final goodbye brushed against Danny’s eardrums, but he didn’t offer one in response. 
The uncertainty of whether he would ever talk to Miguel again had begun collecting in the corner 
of his mind. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to speak to the brunette again, it was just... 


What if them staying in contact compromised Miguel’s anonymity as a suicide patient? What if the 
other kids in his school found out? Everyone must have known where Danny ended up. This 
hospital was the only one around that offered an adolescent program. It wouldn’t be too hard to 
connect the dots between Danny’s public meltdown and subsequent hospitalization and Miguel’s 
“tonsil surgery” absence. 


It was just too risky. He couldn’t risk outing Miguel like that. Not after how nice the boy had been 
to him since he arrived. 


That was it, right? That’s why he felt so conflicted about this? 
“Alright, let’s do this,” the nursing assistant said, dragging Danny from his anxiety-filled brain. 


He paused, tilting his head up to be met with the plain door to his dorm room. The nursing assistant 
gently pushed the door back to reveal a spotless white and blue accented bedroom. His bed was 
made, sheets pulled up under the pillows like his mother had taught him all those years ago. 
Decorating his bed was his duffle bag, which was packed and zipped up. 


He put his hands on the metal rims of his wheels and readied himself to push forward toward the 
duffle bag. But, before he could move, the nursing assistant had already made her way across the 
room. 


“Don’t worry, Danny. I got it,” she said, grabbing the duffle and slinging a black strap across her 
shoulder. She reached down for the walker. “You just follow me out, okay?” 


He relaxed, allowing his eyes to wander around the room one last time. The white walls and ceiling 
didn’t bother him anymore, not like they did when he first arrived to inpatient. Sure, the dorm 
room was mostly white, but it seemed much brighter than the white in the government compound. 
The government’s walls were dim and maddening. Their white pressed down on Danny’s lungs, 
leering at him with hysteria. 


You’ll never escape, the whiteness seemed to say. This is your life now. You deserve it, freak. 


The white in the hospital was like gleaming pages on a fresh sheet of computer paper. It was blank, 
yet eager to be filled with new sketches and splashes of color. The room alluded a hopeful sense of 
safety that Danny desperately craved. 


“Well, you ready?” the nursing assistant asked. 


“Yeah,” Danny said. He was ready. Maybe he wasn’t completely fixed yet—and if he was honest, 
he wasn’t sure he’d ever be—but he was ready to be out of here. He hadn’t seen Sam and Tucker in 
weeks, and they hadn’t truly hung out since before he was revealed. Sure, they visited him when he 
was in the main hospital and when he came home for that short stint before being checked into 
inpatient, but he wasn’t exactly present for those encounters. 


He made a mental note to treat Sam and Tucker to the Nasty Burger when he got back. For 
everything he put them through. Whenever his bank account would allow for it, at least. 


Oh yeah, he was definitely ready to be out of here. 


He turned to the nursing assistant and offered her a lopsided grin, “Yeah. No offense, but these— 
but these beds suck.” 


The nursing assistant snorted. “They don’t look too comfortable. I’m just glad I never had to sleep 
in them.” 


“Do yourself a—a favor and...don’t get checked in then. You won’t have to.” 


“Tl try my best.” She undid the clasps on the walker and folded it flat. “Besides, I think I’m a little 
too old to hang with you kids.” 


“Aw, come on. You’re what, twenty?” 


She rolled her eyes. “A little older than that. Nice try though. Come on, let’s not keep your parents 
waiting. We still have to sign you out and everything.” 


They exited the boys’ psychiatric unit, the double doors hissing closed for the last time. She led 
him down an unfamiliar path to the lobby of the building, one Danny couldn’t remember going on 
when he was admitted the month before. Thinking back, Danny didn’t remember much from the 
first day he was admitted. 


He must have been really out of it. 


Seeing his parents for the first time outside of the double doors was awkward, neither party 
knowing exactly what to say to each other. Maddie kept turning from the front desk to give him 
small, watery smiles that left him entirely unsure how to reciprocate. After the fifth watery glance 
in his direction, he made it a point to stare down at the floor, the ceiling, the seams of his hoodie, 
anywhere but the direction of his parents. 


Jack was a different story. He was quiet, focused on getting all the paperwork filled out accurately. 


This attention to detail was somewhat unnerving for Danny, who was used to him being the 
distracted parent. But, thinking back over the past few weeks, Jack’s change had been the most 
apparent out of his parents and sister. The goofy, immature man was much more stoic than before. 
It was as if Jack had left town and his lawyer twin brother replaced him. 


Danny waited silently off to the side until the final papers were signed, signaling the beginning of 
his freedom. Well, partial freedom. He would be back here tomorrow for outpatient. But from this 
day forward he could sleep in his own bed, eat his mother’s baked goods, and sit on the roof and 
look at the constellations with Jazz whenever he wanted. 


He was finally free. 


The sunlight hitting his face almost didn’t seem real. It wasn’t like the sticky heat he was met with 
when he was dumped like a UPS package on the Fenton Works doorstep by the Guys in White 
after his...residency with the government. Which was a suppressed memory that could stay 
suppressed, Fenturd. 


He pressed a hand to his forehead. He hadn’t thought about that memory yet, that moment when 
the blinding sunlight and summer heat met his body for the first time since he had been taken 
away. 


All he remembered from that day was the sound of the door opening and his eyes immediately 
snapping shut at the bright light that met his dilated pupils. A rough hand grabbed his arm—the 
broken one that couldn’t heal thanks to the ecto-suppressants—and yanked him out of the car. His 
torso hit the sidewalk and he screamed as the fresh wounds on his chest burned in pain. He 
writhed, desperate to get off his stomach, only for his back to cry out in misery. 


And then he woke up in the hospital. Surrounded by fresh linens and medical professionals 
working to heal him. 


The concerned tone of Jack cut into Danny’s thoughts. “Danno? You okay?” 
Danny’s eyes snapped back into focus. Shit, he was falling behind his parents. “Yeah, sorry.” 
“You need help?” his mother asked. 


“No, I’m good. Promise.” Danny gave his mother what he hoped was a reassuring smile. It wasn’t, 
if his mother’s persistent worried look was anything to go by. He rolled his eyes and put more 
force than necessary into the next push on his wheelchair, speeding past his parents. 


Danny reached the start of the parking lot and glanced around, searching for the Fenton Assault 
Vehicle. It was never hard to spot, with it standing several feet higher than a normal car and 
plastered with the neon green Fenton Works logo. But much to Danny’s surprise, he couldn’t spot 
it anywhere. 


“Where'd you park?” 
“Right up front,” Maddie said. 


“Huh? Oh...” Danny’s eyes latched onto Jazz’s small red car parked in the first handicapped 
parking spot. He swallowed thickly, his stomach twisting painfully. “Oh.” 


“No ghost assault vehicle today,” Jack said from behind Danny. He felt a heavy hand hit his 
shoulder. “Your mother didn’t think the hospital would like it too much if we showed up with a 
van full of weapons. So we borrowed Jazz’s car for the day.” 


“Oh. When did you...?” Danny nodded towards the handicapped sign in front of the spot. 
“Um, a few weeks ago,” Maddie said, her voice tight. 


“We know it’s not ideal, but it’s practical. And hey, someday you might not need it if you work 
hard enough in PT, right?” Jack asked. 


“Right.” 


“Then for now, this is just the way it is, son.” Jack’s hand squeezed Danny’s shoulder before 
letting go. “Now, enough chit-chat. Let’s go home.” 


“Yeah...home.” 
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Chapter Notes 

See the end of the chapter for notes 
Danny’s parents were both geniuses in their own respect. Danny’s father could produce 
groundbreaking technology out of scraps of metal and a semi-functional power source, while his 


mother had single handedly pushed the field of ecto-biology into the spotlight as a legitimate field 
of research. They were, without a doubt, two of the smartest people Danny knew. 


So when the trio arrived at Jazz’s car and Danny began his usual transfer process out of his 
wheelchair—but this time with the help of his parents—of course all hell broke loose. 


Jack ordered Danny to stand only seconds before ripping his wheelchair out from under him. By 
some miracle, Danny managed not to fall flat on his face. He leaned on the hood of the car, 
watching as Maddie bemoaned Jack while rushing to undo the clasps on his walker even though 
Danny tried to reassure her that he was fine if she would help him into the car no he didn’t need the 
walker if she would just help him. 


Done with Maddie’s worrying, Danny launched himself off the car and onto her arm, nearly taking 
both of them down in the process. 


“Daniel, I just can’t believe you! We’re not even off the hospital’s property yet!” Maddie scolded 
him as she and Danny secured themselves in their seats. She looked as if she couldn’t decide 
whether to be horrified or amused. 


Danny, on the other hand, was in stitches. 
“Daniel James!” 


He choked down a second wave of laughter. “Sorry, you’re right. I should have...should have 
waited till we were in our—uh, driveway to do that.” 


“No! You could have been hurt!” 


Jack slammed his door shut. “Don’t give him a hard time, Mads. Everything turned out fine! 
Nobody was hurt!” 


“Jack, your son almost just went headfirst into the pavement.” 


“To-may-to, to-mah-to.” Jack twisted around to wink at Danny. “Besides, it’s Danno’s first day 
out. Let him have a little fun!” 


Maddie shook her head and leaned back in her seat. “You boys are going to be the death of me, I 
swear.” 


“You’re so dramatic,” Danny quipped. 
“['m your mother. ’'m allowed to be dramatic.” 
“Sure, Mom.” 


Jack pulled out of the parking lot and turned onto the road. “And we’re off, gang! Goodbye, 
hospital!” 


Danny rolled his eyes. After all, he would be back tomorrow for PT. 


“T know the past few weeks have been hard, but...I’m glad you went here,” said Maddie, giving the 
hospital one final glance. “The staff seemed so kind.” 


“Oh. Yeah. It was fine,” Danny said. 


Those words felt familiar—usually only used to brush off whoever was talking—but for once in his 
life, Danny meant them. 


It was fine. For every painful memory he was forced to recount, all the hours of therapy he 
endured, Danny felt...okay. Well, not okay, but far better than he did a month ago. As much as he 
despised losing his ghost half, inpatient was good for him. It forced him to deal with his trauma in 
ways he would never have done before. And now, he would never have to go back there. 


The worst was behind him. 


“You look so much better too. Healthier. You don’t look all skin and bones anymore,” Maddie 
added. 


Danny’s feet were suddenly very interesting to him. “Thanks.” 
“T know the hospital said...they said some things. About mealtimes.” 
Danny felt his cheeks heat up. 


She continued, “They said it was common in teens in your...position. Your father and I were told to 
stay on top of you during mealtimes and to make sure you eat. So I just wanted to warn you that 
we’ ll be much more observant than you’re used to.” 


“Tt’s fine. I know.” Danny picked at his cuticles. Of course the hospital ratted him out. 
“But, as your mother said, you look a lot better. Do you feel any better?” Jack asked. 
“Yeah, I feel fine.” 


Jack bobbed his head. “You know, you gotta stay in tip-top shape if you want to get back out there 
and fight ghosts!” 


A hint of a smile appeared on Danny’s lips. “Yeah. You’re right.” 
“Get healthy enough and then we’lI be able to take that chip out of you so you can—” 


“T thought we were taking it out as soon as we got home,” Danny cut in, tapping his legs with his 
fingers. 


Maddie’s eyes shot over to Jack. 
“—I, the hospital...they told me when I got out. That’s what you—you said.” 


“Danny, I know, but we...we don’t know the long-term damage on your ghost half yet,” Maddie 
said. 


“There was no long-term damage.” 


Jack and Maddie exchanged loaded glances. 


” 


“Son...” Jack paused. “Do you understand why the Guys in White...at the end... 
Danny’s chest burned. “They wanted my core for energy.” 

Jack nodded slowly. “Right. So they...removed part of your core—” 

Danny flinched. “I don’t see why this is relevant.” 

“Danno...” 


No, fuck this. He was told—promised—that his ghost half would be returned to him in full once he 
was released from inpatient. And now his parents wanted to bring up...that? 


“Tt grows back. You told me that cores replenish what they lose all the time,” Danny argued. 
Maddie’s fingers shook as she wiped her eyes. 

“In small amounts, normally yes, the core does replenish what it loses,” Jack said. 

“Okay, so my core is fine." 

“We don’t know that,” Maddie said, her voice quivering. 


“The core self-heals, true, but we’ve never seen so much energy taken from it before at once. We 
don’t know what that does to it long-term. On top of that, your core was extremely strained from 
being forced into an active state for a month. It would be like drinking only Red Bull for a month 
straight. Just a few cans here and there is no big deal, but drinking so much every day that you 
can’t sleep will seriously affect your health. So not only was your core already in a fragile place 
from never being able to go dormant, but then an entire section of it was extracted,” Jack 
explained. 


Danny crossed his arms and glared out the window. 


“Right now, the chip is sending electrical pulses to your core to withhold a specific amount of 
ectoplasm. Meaning, only a small amount of ectoplasm actually escapes from your core every day. 
Much less than usual. This is why your healing factor as well as general sensory input have been 
unaffected. And, because we as your parents wanted to play it safe, you may have noticed that 
small parts of you are still probably able to go invisible and intangible.” 


Danny didn’t know this. He stared down at his finger, willing it to go invisible. Sure enough, after 
a beat pause, his finger flickered out of visibility. 


“Even though this was hospital policy for you to wear it, your mother and I were actually going to 
put the chip in you anyways. Because we didn’t develop it for the hospital.” 


Well...that caught him off guard. 
“Huh?” 


“Danny, weren’t you wondering how we managed to create a perfectly functional chip just in time 
for your stay?” Maddie asked. 


No, he hadn’t thought about it. In fact, Danny never even questioned how in the world Jazz of all 
people showed up at the hospital with the flawless power-cancellation system specifically designed 
for Danny’s physiology while he and his parents were checking into inpatient. But now that he was 
thinking about it, it did seem weirdly convenient. And odd. And not at all physically possible. 


Danny’s stomach twisted. “Why did you make it then?” 
“Because your core was damaged. And we needed a way for it to heal itself,” Jack said. 
Danny’s hand flew to his chest. It prickled at his touch. “What do you mean?” 


Maddie’s eyes didn’t waver from the front window as she explained, “After the doctors at the main 
hospital stabilized you, we brought a scanner in to make sure your ghost side was okay. And when 
we scanned you, we noticed your core looked bruised. That, and with your injuries...” 


“Tt wasn’t hard to put two and two together, Danno.” 
“Okay? It’s probably healed by now!” 

Another pause. 

“We’ll have to scan you to find out,” Maddie said. 
“So scan me when we get home.” 


“Tt’s not our small hand-scanner, you know. It’s a big piece of equipment. We’d have to do it in the 
lab.” 


His arm twitched, wanting to move to his hair. That was fine with Danny. Whatever. So what? 
Take him to the lab. He was fine. 


Around all that ghost-hunting equipment. 

His mom’s collection of biology knives and scalpels. 
Their ghost-containment unit. 

The vials of ectoplasm. 


“Why can’t you just take my word for it?” Danny whined. Not that he was scared, though. He 
wasn’t scared of the lab. 


Not even a little bit. 

“Because we’re your parents,” Maddie said. 

“But I feel fine!” 

“Danny, I’m sorry, but this isn’t up for discussion.” 


Danny huffed. His parents didn’t get it. He needed his ghost half. He had been too distracted at 
first to notice what was missing, but more recently he’d started to feel an...an itch in his chest. 
Every time he tried to reach out and scratch it, something blocked him. 


He had ignored it for so long, able to keep looking forward thanks to the promise that his ghost 
half would be returned to him in full after he got out of inpatient. But now that that hope had been 
ripped away from him, the itch in his chest burned with a newfound desperation. 


Danny lifted his hands from their position on his legs. He gripped his hair, his chest tight. “Mom, I 
can’t...[ need...you—you can’t...” 


Jack glanced behind him. “I know this is hard. But we can talk about it when we get home, okay?” 
“But I...1 need—” 
“IT know, Danno. And you will. Soon.” 


No. This wasn’t good enough. His parents weren’t listening. He needed Phantom. His parents 
couldn’t just load him up with loose promises. “When? When is soon?” 


“Whenever we can figure this all out, okay?” 
“No. That’s not—it’s not...” Danny huffed. 
“Danny—” 


“I—P Il go. The lab. I'll do it. Please, I just... need..." Desperation leaked into his tone. He leaned 
forward, his eyes glued to the back of Maddie’s head. 


“Tl go into the lab.” 
She didn’t turn around. 


The car slowed as it approached a red stoplight. Jack thrummed his fingers on the steering wheel 
and tilted his head from side to side, as if contemplating his response. 


“Tl do—T Il do it. When we...we get home,” Danny reiterated. 
Maddie shot Jack another alarmed glance. 


“Danny,” Jack started, his voice slow and deliberate. “It’s not that we don’t trust you, it’s 
just...your mother and I, well, we’re not too sure how comfortable we are with you going into the 
lab right now.” 


“Why?” 


The light turned green, and Jack slowly accelerated across the intersection. “We wanted to save 
this for when we got home, but...there’s a lot of dangerous things in the lab. Things that could hurt 
you. And until we safety-proof the lab, we don’t want you going down there.” 


“So? The house has—has always been like that.” 
“Yes, and you’re extremely lucky you haven’t been hurt before this,” Maddie said. 
Before he could stop himself, Danny grumbled, “Aside from the portal.” 


His parents froze in their seats, neither tearing their gaze off the road. Jack’s knuckles turned white 
on the steering wheel and the color drained from Maddie’s face, leaving her cheeks ashen and 
forehead gray. 


Guilt swept through Danny in a wave. He immediately tried to save face with a lame “sorry.” 
“No, it’s...”” Maddie tried. 


“We haven’t been able to really talk about the ghost stuff yet, just the three of us,” Jack said. 
“There’s a lot we need to talk about.” 


Danny loosened his grip on his hair. He dropped his arms until his fingers were resting back on his 
legs. “I know. I just...I need...I feel weird. Since the chip. My body doesn’t feel—feel right. It was 
fine at first but...it’s...it’s not comfortable anymore. I can’t... don’t know how much longer...” 


Jack nodded. “I know, Danno. But let’s talk about it tonight, okay?” 
“Yeah.” Danny let out a shaky breath. “Okay. Deal.” 


The remainder of the car ride was silent, save for the occasional comment about a new restaurant 
or news from family and friends. 


Danny leaned his head against the cool window and watched as buildings passed by. Despite being 
gone so long, everything seemed the same. The library still had its usual crowd of people hovering 
outside for the free WiFi, new mothers still pushed their babies down sidewalks in covered 
strollers, and young professionals still hunkered down in cafés working on nailing that next 
meeting as usual. Danny had changed so much—his entire life had been uprooted and stepped on 
—but Amity Park was still just Amity Park. 


The car slowed and turned into a familiar driveway. 


Fenton Works stood tall in all its glory. It, like the rest of Amity Park, remained unchanged since 
Danny had seen it last. The hideous Ops Center superglued to the top of the house still stuck out 
like a sore thumb compared to the rest of the homes on their block. And the neon sign... 


Danny couldn’t look at that atrocity for longer than a few seconds without risking death via 
embarrassment. 


One thing was different, however. As Danny settled into his wheelchair and started for his front 
door, he noticed something very different about their entryway. 


There was a ramp where the stairs should’ ve been. 


Something...unsettling churned in Danny’s gut. Surely he wasn’t going to be in a wheelchair for 
that much longer. A ramp was nice, but he could probably go up the stairs if he really tried, 
couldn’t he? He hadn’t yet attempted stairs—there were none at the hospital—but he could 
probably do it if he really focused. 


So there was no need for a ramp. 
Right? 


“Surprise!” Jack said, slapping Danny on the shoulder from behind and making him flinch. “We 
don’t want anything to keep you from hanging out with your friends and enjoying your teenage 
years, Danno. Especially not something as silly as a front door!” 


Right. That was right. Danny was being silly by overreacting to this whole thing. It was just a 
stupid ramp after all, it wasn’t like anything serious happened. 


And besides, this ramp probably cost a lot of money to build. His parents didn’t have to spend their 
money on something like this. 


They could have just removed the chip from your neck, though, a small voice in the back of his 
mind whispered. Maybe they like you like this. Easy to control. Human. 


Maybe they’ll never give you your ghost half back. 


Danny shook those poisonous thoughts from his mind and started his way up the ramp. It was 
convenient, he had to admit. And it promised a stress-free way of entering and exiting his house 
every day. 


He crossed the threshold—noting a mini ramp on the front door—and all but sagged in relief as he 
saw the inside of the living room. 


It was identical to when he’d left. 


The couch seemed as fluffy and worn as ever. There was still a small pile of newspapers and 
crochet materials on the coffee table. His mother’s Science Weekly magazine decorated one of the 
armchairs. The walls next to the lab door still had vague scorch marks tattooed into the paint. 


Danny was finally home. 
Or—hold on . 


“What’s...what’s that? ” Danny asked, pointing to a large metal square folded against the wall 
next to the stairs. 


“That’s your stairlift!” Jack said. He walked towards the metal square and pressed a button. The 
lift whirled to life and slowly unfurled until it touched the ground. 


“My...stairlift?”’ 


“Your father built it,” said Maddie. “Don’t worry, I’ve tested it every step of the way. It’s perfectly 
safe.” 


“And perfectly functional.” Jack beamed down at the metal slate. “See, you press that button and 
it'll open so you can just roll right up on the platform. And then you can lower the handle, and you 
get this switch. Flip the switch up to go up the stairs, down to go down the stairs, and put it in 
neutral to stop. This red button is also another brake button because your mother insisted on it—” 


“All the online forums said to have an emergency brake, Jack!” 


“but I digress! It’s very easy and safe. And when you’re not using your wheelchair, you can 
lower this little doohickey and out pops a nice padded seat and you can sit down here and it’ll take 
you up the stairs just the same!” 


Danny rested his hands on the wheelchair, unsure if he wanted to get closer to the stairlift or stay as 
far away from it as possible. It wasn’t that he didn’t appreciate his parents’ nice gesture, he just 
didn’t understand why they felt the need to do this when he could’ ve easily flown up the stairs. 


He must have remained silent for too long because Maddie turned to him with an anxious 
expression. “I know you’re apprehensive about this, but I promise it’s very common for people 
with spinal injuries to have them in their homes.” 


She probably was right. But that wasn’t the issue here. 

“T just...[ don’t understand why—why you won’t let me...let me...fly.” 
“Danno...” 

“Danny, you just got home—” 


“Yes, exactly! I—I’m home. Surprise!” He threw his hands up. “I’m here! I’m no longer a...a threat 


to—to myself!” 
Maddie looked as if someone slapped her across the face. “We never thought you were!” 


There were so many things Danny could say as a response. So many things that would escalate the 
situation. 


But, just as he felt the fire light itself in his chest, he squashed it. 


It wasn’t worth getting into now. He just got home, and if his parents felt they couldn’t trust him, 
they’d just send him back to inpatient with a note attached explaining how he was still a danger to 
himself and others, still too emotionally explosive, still too unstable. 


So instead he wheeled himself over to the couch and said, “I’m tired. I’m gonna take a nap.” 
“Danny...” 

“No. It’s fine. I get it.” 

His mother deflated. “I know this isn’t easy to talk about.” 

“Tt’s fine.” 

“We'll get through this.” 

“T’m fine.” 


Maddie’s and Jack’s eyes met, and a silent conversation passed between the two of them. One 
Danny wasn’t privy to. 


Danny ignored them and focused on transferring to the couch. He settled in the worn cushions, 
embracing their familiar comfort. His eyes drifted shut as the tension drained from his body. 


“T’m fine, I swear,” he said, grabbing a throw blanket from the top of the couch. It was one of 
Jazz’s sheep blankets that Danny had claimed as his personal napping blanket somewhere down 
the line. 


“Okay,” Maddie said, though her voice sounded anything but. “We’ll be down in the lab. Holler if 
you need us, okay?” 


“Sure.” 


He kept his eyes closed, listening as their footsteps moved away from him. A beeping followed by 
the swishing of the lab doors opening, shuffling feet, and the lab doors closing were Danny’s 
indication that he was alone at last. 


The last bit of tension in his neck was released as he sank deeper into the soft cushions. 


Everything was like before. He was napping on the couch, his parents were in the lab, and Jazz 
was off being studious. 


He was back. 


(Finally.) 


The ringing of the doorbell jolted Danny awake. He bolted up, heart racing, as his drunk eyes 
flickered around the room for the source of the noise. 


“Tl get it!” Maddie strode past him. 
Wait...Mom? What was she doing here? 
Danny’s hands tugged at his bangs. 


He was home. That was right, he was home. He’d been released from the hospital that morning and 
now he was home. 


He felt his shoulders relax, and he collapsed back into the couch, pulling the blanket up from where 
it had fallen on his waist. 


He was home. 
That was the doorbell. 
So then who was at the door? 


The irrational thoughts wormed their way throughout his brain before he had a chance to put up his 
defensive walls. Thoughts of the Guys in White returning for seconds, complete with a signed 
warrant dissolving any legal protection his parents had managed to place over Danny’s head. 
Maybe he was safe in the hospital—after all, even criminals were entitled to hospital stays—but 
now that he was out of the hospital? Were his parents and their lawyers enough to protect him? 


Was he going to be taken away again? 


He had just begun to unconsciously itch the back of his neck—where he knew the chip was located 
—when he heard the front door slam. 


Danny’s heart stopped. 
This was it. He was going to be taken away again. 
He couldn’t do it. Not a second time. 


Maybe they would just finish him off this time. Rip his core from his body right here on his living 
room couch and leave his family alone. 


But they weren’t so merciful the first time, were they? When they sliced him open on the metal 
table while he was conscious? Forcing him to watch, arms strapped down beside him, as they cut 
through his skin, his ribs, his muscles. Forcing him to feel as their warm, latex-covered hands 
poked and prodded at his core, his very essence for being. Forcing him to endure their smirks and 
smiles as their hungry eyes explored his insides as if he were nothing but a mutated lab animal just 
begging to be torn apart, all in the name of science. 


What made him think they wouldn’t do that again? 


The blanket was too constricting. The pillows pressing against his arms were too hot. He didn’t 
want to be in this deathtrap any longer. He needed out. He needed— 


His body hit something hard. 


His chest was engulfed in fire. 


“Danny?” 


Danny’s eyes snapped into focus. Suddenly, he was all too aware of his situation. Maddie stood tall 
above him, armed with two boxes of pizza. And here he was, first day back from the hospital, 
spread-eagle on his living room floor, gasping for air as if his lungs had just caved in. 


Maddie all but threw the pizza boxes on the coffee table. “Oh my goodness, Danny. Are you 
alright? What happened?” 


“Sorry,” Danny wheezed. He clawed at his chest, which was already beginning to settle into a 
prickly simmer. 


“What happened?” 


Strong arms heaved him off the floor and onto the couch. He took a few deep breaths, filling his 
lungs with as much air as he could. 


“Sorry.” 


“Danny...” His mother picked up the boxes of pizza. “Please don’t try to walk without your walker, 
alright? Even on the carpet, it’s still a long way down.” 


“Right...sorry. I won’t...do it again.” 


She stood there staring at him for a moment longer. Her lips were tight, eyebrows furrowed in an 
expression of concern. A piece of her brown hair fell from its tucked position behind her ears, but 
she made no move to reposition it as she examined him. 


Danny squirmed and averted his gaze. Shame gnawed at his stomach. 
“Are you sure you’re alright?” 


“Yeah.” Danny tried to throw her a crooked smile. “It was my fault. I got...over—overconfident. 
Tried to stand without help. Figured...figured ’d just—just fall on the couch. Or something. If I 
failed.” 


“Oh honey.” Maddie’s expression melted into pity. 

Danny didn’t know if that was worse. 

“T know it’s frustrating. But just be patient, alright? You’ll get there soon enough.” 
“Yeah.” 


“Now come on, it’s dinner time. I'll go get your father and Jazz, you head over to the kitchen. Are 
you going to be alright? Or do you want your wheelchair?” 


Danny shook his head. “No, that’s fine. I’m fine. Don’t worry.” 


“Okay, but please be more careful. We only just got you back,” Maddie said as she crossed the 
living room to the lab door. 


A pang of guilt hit Danny. What was he thinking? Trying to stand, to run away, like he really 
could? If only he weren’t so impulsive and needy. 


Stupid, stupid, stupid. 


He watched as Maddie walked through the threshold into the lab, pizza boxes in hand. That was 
smart, Danny noted. Everyone knew the only way to get Jack Fenton away from his work was with 
food. 


The sliding door shut behind Maddie, leaving Danny alone in the living room. 
Good. 


Now he could begin the momentous task of lifting his body from the soft couch, balancing 
between the carpet and his walker, and making his way to the kitchen. Something that three months 
ago would have been so easy he wouldn’t have had to wait to do until he was alone, if only to save 
himself from the distressed stares from his family as he struggled across the floor. 


What a fucking joke he was. 


Danny trying to walk wasn’t a pretty sight, not like all the movies of people taking their 
“miraculous” first steps from a wheelchair seemed to show. He pulled his body up, dragged his 
toes across the carpet, prayed his foot would land straight, and repeated the process with the next 
leg. It was jarring and uncomfortable on the best days and downright humiliating on the worst. 


But he was improving. That’s what he kept reminding himself as he trekked across the living room 
and into the kitchen. That he was getting better at this. 


He didn’t need four rubber stoppers on the bottom of his walker anymore. He could use the kind 
with two wheels and only two rubber stoppers on it. 


See, Danny? Improvement. 

Danny pulled a chair out from the kitchen table just as Jazz entered the kitchen. 
“Hey Danny! Welcome back!” Jazz beamed. 

“Hey.” 

She opened a cabinet. “You want water or juice?” 

“Water’s fine.” 

“Alright.” 


“Hey Jazzy!” Jack waltzed into the kitchen a moment later with Maddie in tow. “How was school 
today?” 


“It was good!” She turned to Danny, her eyes bright. “Everyone’s been asking about you, Danny. 
They all can’t wait for you to return!” 


Danny looked down at the table, his face tight. Since when did anyone care about him at Casper 
High? Other than Sam and Tucker and maybe Valerie—depending on how she still felt about him 
—Danny couldn’t recall anyone who ever cared about his existence. 


Danny Fenton was a loser, a freak. He was nothing. Nobody cared about him as anything other 
than a punching bag, and he assumed that’s how it always would be. 


But then there was something that Miguel had told him that morning, something that he’d 
forgotten about until now. Something that didn’t seem right. 


“So many people fought for you, and you have so many people back home waiting for you. Your 
friends and family. All your classmates...” 


How did Miguel know about any of Danny’s classmates? 
And besides, who in the hell would fight for Danny Fenton? 


Maddie set the pizza boxes down on the counter. “I hope you don’t mind the take-out. I wanted to 
make a big home-cooked dinner but I wasn’t sure what you’d want and—” 


“Tt’s fine,” Danny said quickly. He looked down and realized his legs were trembling. Walking 
across the carpet in his living room had taken far more out of him than he predicted. He slid down 
in his chair, trying not to allow his face to betray how relieved he was to be off his feet. 


“Tt’s pepperoni. Your favorite!” she added. 
He nodded. Right, pepperoni pizza was his favorite kind of pizza. 


He got pizza once in inpatient. A local construction company had come to the hospital armed with 
T-shirts, fabric markers, and several boxes of pre-approved cheese pizza. 


There had been one worker in particular that Danny talked to for the majority of the hour. It was a 
younger employee, one whose nonchalant “hey” had won over Danny’s trust immediately. They sat 
in silence for a few minutes, switching off between coloring and munching on their slices of pizza, 
before the employee casually asked him what his preferred toppings were. Only moments later, the 
conversation devolved into a heated debate over which chain in the city made the superior pizza. 


It had been such a silly debate. But it was exactly the senseless talk that Danny needed to feel 
normal again. Just one random engineer to come to the hospital, sit down next to Danny, and ask 
about his pizza preferences as if he weren’t an overpowered half-ghost that had just been used as 
the government’s personal toy. 


“How many slices do you want? One or two?” Jazz asked, opening the pizza box and peering 
inside. 


The smell of grease, cheese, and something else wafted into the air. 


Danny frowned, his hand freezing over the table. He inhaled the odd scent again and pinched his 
eyebrows together. 


Something wasn’t right. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but...no, that was impossible. 
This was pizza. Not that other thing. Danny liked pizza. 

“Hello? Earth to Danny!” 

Danny glanced up to see Jazz waving her hand at him. 

“There he is! One slice or two?” 


He opened his mouth to answer, but no words came out. His mouth was too dry. What was going 
on with him? 


His eyes glazed over to the pizza boxes, and the smell intensified. 


No, no, no. This was wrong. This was all wrong. 


“Danny?” 
“One,” he heard himself saying. “One’s fine.” 
In the distance, he saw Jazz plop a gooey slice onto a plate and place it in front of him. 


Oh god. The evil scent was right in front of him. The processed meat was right there just inches 
from his body. It was right there. 


He felt sick. 


“Alright, first family dinner!” Jack said, sitting down beside Danny. He nudged Danny’s arm. 
“What do you think? You know, we just slaved away over this home-cooked meal. It’s truly five- 
star quality!” 


He couldn’t move. He sat frozen in his seat, watching as the red circles emitted the exact smell that 
had plagued him for so long in the facility. 


“Come on, Dad! Stop being obnoxious!” 
“Aw, lighten up a little, Jazzy! It’s Danno’s first day back, let us have a little fun!” 


He couldn’t breathe. The odor travelled like slime down his esophagus. It filled his lungs and 
stomach with its horrifying stench, choking him with its bare fingers. 


“Yes, exactly. It’s his first day back! Do you know how fragile the teenage mind is during periods 
of transition? Danny needs all the stability he can get!” 


“Jack, honey, how many slices do you want?” 


“Give me two to start, and I’m sure I'll grab more! You know, I haven’t eaten since breakfast. I’m 
starving!” 


He couldn’t think. It was everywhere. He couldn’t escape. 

“This is from the place downtown, right? The one off Saint Paul’s street?” 

“Of course, Jazz! What kind of mother would I be if I settled for anything less?” 
The smell was so overpowering. 


“You know, I don’t know how they do it. They get the crusts just perfect every time. I’ve tried a 
lot of pizza places in Amity Park—” 


“Oh, we know.” 
“and no one does it like this place does.” 
It was exactly like before. It was the same odor. 


No, Fenton. Stop. It’s different. This isn’t Operative O. This is your parents, idiot. They 
didn’t...they wouldn’t... 


But that’s what he’d thought last time, right? That no one would actually be so cruel as to do that. 


Stop it. 


“Danny, aren’t you going to eat your pizza? You must be hungry. You haven’t eaten in a while.” 


The haze clouding Danny’s vision dissipated, and he turned his head up to see Maddie’s focus 
trained on him. She held a partially eaten pizza slice up with one hand, the other tapping lightly on 
the table. 


His eyes lowered to his plate where his own untouched slice of pizza lay. 
“Oh.” 
When had they started eating? 


He took a deep breath and forced his hand over to his slice. His fingers touched the crust, and he 
fought the knee-jerk reaction to pull his hand back into his chest. The slabs of meat seemed to 
glower at him from atop their cheesy domain. 


Don’t think about it. 
His hands were shaking. He hadn’t even realized until now, but his hands were definitely shaking. 


Was he sure he was only paralyzed from the waist down? His arms weren’t working properly 
either. And his hands felt cold like his legs. Maybe his spine was fractured in multiple places. 
Maybe he needed to go back to the— 


No. 


He could do this. He needed to or else his mother would tell his psychologist that he wasn’t eating 
and they would force him to drink those disgusting protein shakes again. 


He could do this. 
He slowly raised the pizza slice up to his mouth, holding his breath as he did so. 


It didn’t help. The pepperoni slices were still too nauseating. Their particles drenched the air, 
seeping into his skin and infecting his mind. It was too much, it was too much. 


He bit down on the pizza. 


The pepperoni detonated in his mouth, and in a blast of light, he was transported back to the putrid 
white cell where the stench of processed meat draped the air. 


It was in his mouth. Oh god, it was in his mouth. 
“Whoa, son!” 
“Danny!” 


He was drowning. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t breathe. It was everywhere, on his skin, his 
clothes. Oh no, oh no. He didn’t want it. Please, he didn’t want it. 


“Danny!” 


His brain broke the surface of the crashing waves and suddenly he was back at the kitchen table, 
gripping his hair like it was his lifeline. He felt his head lower, and he saw the evil slice of pizza 
smeared on his lap. 


“Sorry.” 

His voice sounded weak to his own ears. 

“Oh, Danno...” Jack leaned over and plucked the pizza from Danny’s lap. 
Danny swallowed. His throat felt tight. 

“T’m sorry,” he whispered. 

“Danny?” Maddie prodded gently. “Can you tell us what happened?” 
Danny stared at the sauce covering his lap. 

He thought he liked pepperoni pizza. He always had. Always. 


But now the smell was overwhelming and it reminded him of being there and he didn’t understand 
why he couldn’t get it out of his head why couldn’t he just burn that memory from his mind 
completely and never have to bring it up to anyone why was it coming back now of all times when 
he was just trying to have a relaxing first night home with his family he didn’t want it he didn’t— 


He felt a gentle hand squeeze his shoulder and he swiveled his head to see the unwavering blue 
eyes of his father. 


“Danno...son,” Jack said, his thumb rubbing circles on Danny’s shoulder. “It’s going to be alright.” 
Tears stung at the back of his eyes. He blinked, forcing them away. 

He was not crying over this. 

“Can you tell us what happened?” Maddie repeated. 

No, he couldn’t. 

He couldn’t tell anyone. 


Ever. 


He shook his head, looking up at Maddie with a glassy, tortured expression that betrayed 
everything he felt inside him. 


“Oh, honey.” Maddie wrapped her arms around him as she pulled him close to her chest. 


His arms hung limp at his sides. He was still too frozen, still choking on the thick air, still fighting 
the thick tears that threatened to spill down his cheeks. But he was safe. He was safe and 
protected. 


He was home. 
“We can’t make all this disappear. But we can help you through it tonight if you’ let us.” 


Danny tightened his fists and squeezed his eyes shut. He didn’t want to say anything related to that. 
But the smell was still heavy. Still overpowering. He still saw glimpses of white and green through 
his closed eyes. 


“The pepperoni,” he forced out. 


Maddie didn’t prod further. She simply tightened her hold on his trembling body as he tried not to 
break down in her arms. 


He was vaguely aware of Jack sliding out from the seat next to him, but he didn’t question it. He 
didn’t have the mental energy to worry about what his dad was doing. 


He felt something wet touch his head, followed by a quiet sniff. 
“Sorry,” Danny said. 


“No, Danny, it’s not...” Maddie’s broken voice resonated from above him. “/’m sorry. I’m sorry 
this happened to you. And I’m sorry we couldn’t stop it sooner.” 


It wasn’t her fault. There was nothing they could have done. It was Danny—all Danny— 
throughout everything. He was the one to go into the portal. He was the one to develop his 
obsession. He was the one whose identity was exposed. His parents had nothing to do with his 
decisions, his mistakes. They were innocent. 


Maddie gave him one last squeeze before pulling away. She turned around quickly, ducking her 
head out of sight and rubbing her eyes. She moved towards the sink and grabbed a fistful of paper 
towels. 


“Jazz?” she asked. “Can you make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich please?” 
Danny looked back down at his lap. 
He was such a mess. 


Footsteps sounded next to him and he shifted to see an outstretched hand filled with damp paper 
towels. He grabbed the paper towels and began wiping the remnants of the pizza off of his lap. 


“Tl be right back,” Maddie said. 


She exited the room, leaving him alone with Jazz. Danny refused to turn Jazz’s way. He sat there, 
head down, fully concentrated on scraping every last morsel of pizza sauce from his sweatpants as 
if the sauce were causing him all this pain. If he could only get the sauce off his pants, he would 
be whole again. 


Jazz must have gotten the message because she didn’t try to talk to him either. 


Jack returned moments later, pizza boxes in one hand and a suspicious-looking garbage bag in the 
other. Setting the pizza boxes on the counter, he went over to the table and began throwing the 
used paper plates in the garbage. 


“Tt’s a bit cramped in here. Let’s move to the living room. What do you say, TV dinner? Just like 
old times?” Maddie asked, appearing from the doorway. She offered him his wheelchair. 


Danny nodded and, with some effort, stood. He needed to get out of the smell anyway. His head 
felt too heavy around it. 


He drifted to the living room as his parents and sister bustled around behind him. He should have 
felt guilty about this, too. About the fact that they all were cleaning up after his mistakes. But he 
couldn’t help the sheer relief that ran through his body as he escaped the smell. Not that it was 
completely gone—it had branded his skin, it felt like—but in the living room, he could also smell 
the vase full of flowers and the fresh air from the windows that had mysteriously opened. 


Danny had just finished wrapping his body with a fuzzy throw-blanket on the couch when his 
family finally joined him. They sat down around him, holding plates full of cheese-only pizza with 
suspiciously shaped circles torn off from the top of the slices, as if nothing were wrong. As if 
Danny hadn’t just had a panic attack over processed meat in the kitchen. 


As if this were a normal night. 


“Here.” Jazz handed him a paper plate with a sandwich on it. “I couldn’t remember if you liked 
blueberry or strawberry jelly better, so I put blueberry on one half and strawberry on the other 
half.” 


Danny felt his lips twitch up. “Because asking was...was too hard?” 
“Just eat your sandwich.” 


“Alright, Fentons!” Jack plopped down on his favorite armchair and picked up the remote. “First 
movie night in a while! What do we feel like watching?” 


The remainder of dinner was calm, save Jack’s enthusiastic science commentary during the cheesy 
eighties sci-fi movie they ended up choosing. 


Danny’s stomach felt like lead, but by the time the movie was over, he was surprised to look down 
at his plate and see that his sandwich was completely gone. He must have eaten the whole thing 
and not even realized it. He told Jazz the sandwich tasted perfect when she asked, but he didn’t 
know what it tasted like. He couldn’t remember. 


Maybe that was for the better. 


After all, the slight twang of pepperoni was still on his tongue and the corners of his brain were 
still tugging him back there and every time he saw the shadow of a tree move outside a window he 
thought it was Operative O coming to drag him to the facility where he belonged. 


As he got ready for bed, he wondered if he should tell someone about what happened to him. 
Anyone. Maybe his therapist? Wasn’t that what she was being paid to do? 


But he couldn’t. It was as if the Guys in White put a spell on him that prevented him from even 
whispering about it. He knew he would only get sick all over the therapist’s carpet if he tried to tell 
her. 


And after everything he’d been through—hell, he was torn open like a dead frog—why was this the 
thing that was suffocating him? 


Because this was proof that you’re not human. 
And you don’t deserve to be treated like one. 


You’re disgusting. 
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Danny panted, his body straining from the effort it took to drag himself to the other corner of his 
cell. His ribs ached, his broken arm screamed, and consciousness slipped further and further from 
his grasp with each second. But he had done it. He made it to the other corner of his cell. 


He was as far away from the red package as possible. 


Operative O hadn't taken the red bag with him when he left. He'd placed it right next to Danny's 
face, unsealed. "So you never forget what you are." 


Danny had tried to forget. He spent the last few nights in his cell trying to ignore the smell of 
processed liver, the pool of bile, the way his gums bled, but it was just so hard and revolting and 
there was no way he could have prepared himself for this. 


The door opened, and Danny froze, his eyes glued to the ceiling above him. Was Operative O 
back? Danny hadn't eaten in three days, but he had been hooked up to an IV drip while the Guys in 
White conducted their experiments. Even then, Operative O's threat from his last visit to Danny's 
cell had lingered in the air like a dense cloud of smog. 


"Your dinner, and a message," came a gruff voice. 


Danny let out a shuddering breath. It wasn't Operative O. This man's voice was textured like 
sandpaper, whereas Operative O's voice was deep and slimy. 


This was someone else. Danny was safe for now. 


With a bit of effort, Danny turned his head over to see a tall operative with a gloved fist held out in 
front of him. He opened his palms, revealing three granola bars. 


"Operative O would like me to inform you that he's displeased with your performance this week. 
Your ectoplasm levels have dropped significantly, and it's hindering our research. Either you eat 
this or Operative O will see to it that your nutrients are leveled out through other means." He 
glanced at the red bag, his lips curled into a snarl. 


Danny's heart sank. Lugging his useless body to this side of the cell had taken every morsel of 
strength he had left in him. He could barely keep his eyes open, let alone force food down his 
stomach. 


And after his last meal, Danny wasn't sure he ever wanted to eat again. 


"IV fluids are being administered as only a temporary measure because of your ectoplasm's value. 
But don't get it wrong, ghost." The man paused, dropping the granola bars onto the floor. "You're 
not human. If we don't give IV fluids to lab rats, what makes you think you're special enough to 
deserve any?" 


I don't, Danny wanted to say. I know I'm not special enough. 


But instead, he continued to lie on the floor, glaring at the operative. Because talking back to him 
would only result in more punishment, more pain, and Danny wasn't sure how much more his 
body could take. 


The man studied his watch. "It's six-fifteen. That means you have less than fourteen hours to 
consume these, or else..." His eyes flickered back over to the red package. 


"Give them...give them..." Danny reached for the granola bars. "I...I'll...do it...give them..." 


The operative's expression hardened into stone, and before Danny could make a sound of protest, 
he kicked the granola bars to the opposite side of the cell. 


Right next to the red package. 


"You don't get to give me orders, ghost." The man turned and pressed his keycard to a black 
scanner on the wall. The scanner beeped and the door slid open. 


Danny blinked at the sudden pouring of light into his cell. 


He itched to stand up, punch this operative in the face, and bolt into the hallway. Maybe he had 
turned down the wrong hallway last week when he tried escaping. If he tried this time, he would go 
down a different path. Turn right instead of left. Maybe this time, he would find the exit so he 
could go home. 


But that was stupid. 


There was no point. He couldn't walk. He couldn't fly. What, was he supposed to drag himself out 
of the facility? 


Like that would work. 
"Tick tock, ghost." The gravelly voice of the man pulled Danny back to reality. "Fourteen hours." 
The door to his cell slid shut, and once again Danny was alone. 


He looked back at the granola bars and tried to ignore the red bag, but it was too bright. It was 
impossible to ignore. Not to mention, the bag was still open and still smelled like that and now he 
was going to have to go near it to eat the granola bars which made him want to vomit all over 
again. But he had to do it. He had to survive. 


It was only three granola bars. He could do it. 


Tears began pooling in his eyes, and he blinked, fighting them back. Operative O was likely 
viewing him from the security cameras, and Danny wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of 
watching him melt down over this. Not again. 


He pressed his palm down on the damp floor and tried to pull himself forward, but his back cried 


out in dissent. He paused, letting out a sharp breath, only for his chest to prickle and— 
His chest? 
Why did his chest hurt? 


It was as if Danny were a puppet on strings. An invisible hand pushed his head down until he was 
met with his chest—or what was supposed to be his chest. 


His body was split open, skin painted with green. Broken ribs stuck out in odd angles, some sawed 
off completely. His green muscles pulsed and twitched in time with his breathing. 


No... 


He tried to turn away, but something was holding his forehead in place. His eyes swung to and fro 
in desperation, only to land on Operative O. 


When had he gotten here? Why was he in his cell? He still had fourteen hours left. 
But he wasn't in his cell anymore. It was too bright. 


Operative O lifted his arm up, bringing what appeared to be one of Danny's torn off ribs up to his 
eyes. He inspected the bone like it was a rare gem, twirling it around and catching specks of light 
in its green coating. 


No...give that back...give it... 


Danny made a sound that could only be described as a gurgle, and Operative O locked eyes with 
him. "Welcome back to consciousness, dog." 


The bright lights glared down at him, and he tried to look away again but the room was white. It 
was white and green and filled with voices and sharp objects and pools of ectoplasm and he hurt he 
hurt he tried to scream but he couldn't make a sound he wanted to go home. 


He had to...had to... 


Something touched his core. 


Danny's eyes flew open. Static crackled in his ears and flashes of white and green played like 
strobe lights in his vision. 


He leapt from his bed and barely made it two steps before he fell, hitting the floor and eliciting a 
wave of shock throughout his body. He needed to escape. He needed to get out of here. He tried to 
stand again, but like a toddler, he was reduced to crawling across the rough carpet until he found 
his bureau. He pulled himself up and flung open his bedroom door before stumbling and falling to 
the bathroom. 


He shut the door and dragged himself over to the toilet. Gripping the white basin, he gagged. 
Nothing came up but spit, and he tried again, desperate to rid his body of the pepperoni and stray 
ectoplasm and everything that was in the red bag. 


His chest burned. 


His chest. 
He lifted a shaking, sweating hand and pressed it onto his shirt. 


It was damp. Oh god, it was damp. It was wet with his ectoplasm. He was cut open there was 
ectoplasm everywhere. He ripped the offending garment over his head and tossed it to the side, not 
bothering to look where it landed. It didn't matter, as long as it was off his body. 


Once again, he pressed a hand to his chest, feeling for a hole or ectoplasm or anything to indicate 
he was still trapped on the metal table, being ripped apart from the inside out. But he only felt the 
prickly closed lines of skin where the doctors had sewn his body shut like a rag doll. 


He was safe. His chest was closed. It had healed. It was wet with perspiration, not ectoplasm. 
Breathe two three, out two three. 


Danny took a deep breath and looked around for his shirt. It had landed on the plastic bench his 
parents bought for the tub that he had to use because Danny Fenton was no longer capable of 
standing to shower. Just another change in his life. 


He reluctantly pulled his shirt back over his head. He didn't want the damp fabric to touch his skin 
—after a certain point, his jumpsuit was never dry in the GiW facility—but he didn't want to look 
at his bare chest anymore because it reminded him too much of that night and he couldn't handle it 
he felt like he was dying. 


In two three, out two three. 


He placed a trembling hand on the counter and struggled upwards. His body was exhausted, and 
yet his brain wouldn't stop firing neurons, wouldn't stop telling him to run, wouldn't stop showing 
him flashes of green against the white tiles of his bathroom floor or convincing him that the 
shadows of the room were the Guys in White coming back they're coming for you Danny get 
ready. 


Fourteen hours. He only had fourteen hours of safety left. 
Danny leaned over the counter, resting his elbows along the cold marble and gripping his hair. 
Come on, Danny, come on! Breathe two three, out two three. 


It wasn't working. His legs felt like Jell-O and he still couldn't breathe and his chest still ached. He 
needed to shut his brain off. Stop thinking. He needed something to help. 


He threw open the medicine cabinet before he could tell himself otherwise. Where was his anxiety 
medication? Maddie kept a weekly pill planner in the kitchen but she had to refill it every Saturday 
night so that meant that the rest of his monthly supply had to be somewhere, right? 


He dug around, knocking aside bottles of Advil and Tylenol. Those wouldn't do. He needed 
something stronger he needed help he couldn't go back to sleep without it. 


His hand gripped a bottle. Oxycodone. Left over from his surgeries. He couldn't take this. He 
should flush it. He needed his prescribed medication, not this. 


He placed the oxycodone on the counter and searched through the cabinets again. Tylenol, Advil, 
Excedrin, Nyquil, Dayquil, Jazz's stupid One A Day pills that Danny was sure was unnecessary 
bullshit, but no anxiety pills. They weren't here. They weren't here. 


This wasn't right. This wasn't normal. He knew his psychiatrist told his parents to monitor his 
medication, to not allow him access to it, but Danny didn't think his parents would actually follow 
that rule. They had never been so meticulous, so observant. Why start now? 


His legs were threatening to give out, but maybe if he searched one more time he would find his 
prescription. It had to be here. There was no way his parents were responsible enough to pay 
attention to all the details. 


He reached for the medicine cabinet again only for his legs to buckle. He lowered himself to the 
ground, defeated, his brain still telling him to get back up, his core still screaming at him to protect 
himself because he only had fourteen hours left, the red bag with its haunting smell still seeping 
through the corners of his mind. 


Please let me rest. Just let me sleep. 


He curled in on himself, hugging his damp T-shirt at his chest. If only he had finished those 
granola bars. He had fourteen hours, and he couldn't do it. The Guys in White had generously 
offered him a fighting chance, and he failed. 


Maybe they were right. Maybe he didn't deserve the food after all. 

"You knew this was coming," Operative O hissed. 

Danny shook his head. "Please..." 

"You're begging me now? How pathetic. You really are a dog." 

"Shut up. I'm not a dog," he whispered. He gripped his scalp. "I'm not. I'm not." 

He turned back to the orange bottle on the counter. That was all he had. It was his only option. 
He shouldn't do it. But... 


The packaging had his name on it. The doctors had taken everything about him into account when 
they prescribed the pills. And, thanks to his healing factor, he hadn't even come close to finishing 
his prescription. 


Just one more pill wouldn't hurt. Besides, he needed them. They were prescribed to him for 
a reason. And it wasn't like this was the first time he had done something like this. 


He hardly remembered it now, but one good hit from a blood blossom-fused ecto-gun from Valerie 
had left him screaming. It had apparently shaken Sam and Tucker to their core, and they said an 
opioid courtesy of Mrs. Manson's medicine cabinet was the only thing they could think of to help 
him. No one brought it up after that, and no one ever told Jazz what happened. The weapon in 
question mysteriously disappeared from Valerie's arsenal the next day, much to her apparent 
dismay, but Danny never confronted Vlad about it. 


It was as if that day never happened. 
Until now. 


It was just like before. These memories in the government facility were his new Blood Blossoms; 
they infected his skin, his bones, his mind. He couldn't turn them off, he couldn't run away, he 
couldn't do anything but crawl to the bathroom like a toddler, sit on the cold floor, and tear his hair 
out of his skull. 


Danny reached up and snatched the oxycodone off the counter. 


Dragging his body onto his bed from the floor turned into an impossible task, or at least not 
possible without ripping off his comforter and sheets in the process. It was moments like these that 
Danny was thankful he owned a nightstand. 


He stood and glanced over at the window. He had wanted to ask his mother to open it for him 
before he went to bed, but he had been too embarrassed. It was such a small thing anyway; Danny 
didn't want to bother her any more than he already had that night. 


His phone screen lit up, and Danny blinked, his eyes adjusting to the sudden brightness. It was 
flashing green: fully charged. 


Danny lowered himself onto his bed and took his phone from its charger cord. Jazz must have 
plugged it in for him at some point while he was in inpatient. She was always pushing for him to 
do normal teenage things before everything happened. 


That, or this was her subtle way of telling him to text Sam and Tucker. To let them know he was 
back. That he was okay now. 


He could text them later. They were probably asleep anyway. 


Danny pulled his comforter over him and pressed the home button on his phone. His screen lit up 
again with the force of a thousand suns, and Danny ignored the wall of notifications in favor of 
turning the screen brightness down. 


He unlocked his phone—pointedly averting his gaze from his messenger app—and opened Twitter. 


The Twitter was Tucker's idea. In fact, it was so much Tucker's idea that Danny didn't even know 
about it until Dash was laughing in his face about how "Danny Phantom liked my tweet! Not that 
he'd ever notice you, Fentino!" 


Oh, the irony. 


Tucker had been so smug about it when Danny confronted him after school that day, pointing out 
that Danny needed to work on turning his brand from "creepy dead teenager in a jumpsuit" to 
"lovable dead goofball in a jumpsuit" if he ever wanted to win the public over. Even Sam, who had 
once said that Twitter was where failed comedians went to die, agreed. 


So, Danny Phantom got a Twitter account. 
And now the public knew who he really was. 


Danny clicked on his timeline and read his bio. "Going to fight whoever said 'T'll sleep when I'm 
dead’ in the Denny's parking lot." 


That was Tucker's doing as well, arguing that Danny's suggestion of "Amity Park's local Casper" 
didn't quite have the right tone they were looking for. 


He scrolled down to see his most recent tweet, a video message from July Fourth, just a week 
before he was revealed. He squinted at the screen, trying to recall what he had said. But that month 
had turned into such a nightmare that now trying to remember anything happy from July seemed 
impossible. 


He clicked on the video, and the cheery face of Danny Phantom popped onto the screen. Phantom 
stepped back, revealing an American flag draped across him like a cape. 


"Hello, citizens!" he exclaimed, his voice pitched down in his goofy ‘hero voice.' His eyes were 
dancing with light, and his grin was so wide that Danny could see his glowing teeth. "Just your 

resident ghost here wishing my American followers a happy Fourth! Go eat some tasty cookout, 
check out your local fireworks, and have fun! Don't drink and drive!" 


Something clicked in his brain, and suddenly, he remembered that day. He had been invited to the 
Foley's annual barbecue. It was always a huge event, filled with extended family, Mrs. Foley's 
coworkers, and other close friends. In all the commotion, Danny and Tucker had managed to sneak 
off with the American flag from the flagpole to film the silly message. 


Danny felt the corners of his lips twitch up. He had been such a goofball then. So carefree, so 
innocent, like nothing could bring him down. 


He glanced down to see the top comment. Thanks, Mom, it read. 


He snorted. He had almost forgotten the running joke of his being everyone's "ghost mom" despite 
his obvious outward appearance as a teenage boy. 


He scrolled down some more. 
How does a ghost even get a flag? You can't exactly walk into a Walmart and purchase one. 
Happy fourth to you too, Phantom! 


Serious question: do other American ghosts in the GZ celebrate American holidays? Or just the 
ones that haunt in the US? 


But as he scrolled farther, his smile began to drop. The comments were more recent. 
More relevant. 


Things Danny didn't want to see. 
My heart goes out to you, Danny. No one should have to go through what you did. 
I'm praying for you. 
ru ok? its been a while since u got out... 
A ghost pretending to be human to spy on highschoolers? So fucking creepy. 
dumbass, can you not read? scientists are saying he's a hybrid. like a real life arnold palmer. 
That's even creepier. 
phantom come back we miss you! 
too bad the government didnt finish u off 


Danny clicked out of the app. Going on his Twitter was a dumb idea. He shouldn't have been so 
cocky. 


But he couldn't help the sudden spark of curiosity that had formed inside him, and he found himself 
opening Safari and typing Danny Phantom into the search bar. 


Just how much did the public know about him? 


He knew some things from what the other teens told him in inpatient. He knew he had been on the 
news nonstop while he was in the government facility, and he knew his family had done press 
conferences denouncing much of the widely accepted ecto-biology facts of the time. His sister had 
also mentioned the word "protest" but Danny couldn't imagine anyone protesting for his release. 


He knew a lot of people were afraid of him, even disgusted by him. He knew people didn't want 
the government to release him. He knew the government wanted to use his ectoplasm to power 
their technology. He knew people wanted him dead. 


He clicked on the first link that popped up. It was a video from Amity Park Central News. The 
video buffered, and he scrolled down to see the release date. 


A week ago. Perfect. 
He fullscreened the video and hit play. 


A brunette woman appeared on the screen, sitting tall in front of the APC News backdrop. The 
backdrop shifted, morphing into a determined Danny Phantom flying through the air on one half 
and a shy Danny Fenton on the other. 


The woman began speaking. "Over the summer, Amity Park's resident ghost hero, Danny 
Phantom, was revealed to be none other than local high schooler Daniel Fenton. Ecto-biologists 
around the world are calling him the first ever human-ghost hybrid, and while many are theorizing 
how this came to be, no question has been so searched for by the public over these past few months 
as the question of what happened to Danny Fenton Phantom, and where is he now? 


"After his reveal back in July, the government was quick to detain him, citing infringements on the 
Anti Ecto Control Act. However, with strong public outcry and a court case between the Fenton 
family and the state of Illinois, Danny was released from the government. He returned home to his 
family in critical condition and was held in Amity Central Hospital for three weeks with reports of 
scarring, multiple broken bones, a spinal cord injury, and severe malnutrition. Danny can be seen 
exiting the hospital in a wheelchair here, and it is unsure at this time if he'll ever be able to fight 
ghostly invaders again. 


"Although Danny Fenton Phantom attempted to return to public high school, sources say he 
suffered a nervous breakdown after only a few hours inside of the building. He was removed from 
Casper High and has not been seen again. Sources tell us that he is currently recovering in a 
psychiatric facility, where he is kept under twenty-four hour supervision. Sources also tell us that 
he is doing well and that he's set to be released soon. We at APC News wish him all the best during 
his journey to recovery. Tim, back to you." 


The video cut to black. 
Danny stared at his screen. 
So, that was it then. The public knew everything. 


Well, not everything. They only knew the general timeline, not the intimate details of how and why 
Danny Fenton Phantom ended up this way. There were probably rumors floating around, wild 
conspiracies on the internet, but no one knew. 


Good. Danny intended to keep it this way. 


He clicked the back arrow and scrolled through the headers for a few more articles and videos. 
Titles like "Why The Government Took Danny Phantom" "Who is Danny Fenton/Phantom? A 
Look on His Home Life, School Life, and More!" and "Parents of Danny Fenton Phantom Speak 
Out" flashed before his eyes, but he kept scrolling until one particular title caught his eye. 


"March for Danny Phantom Slideshow Photographs" 

..what? 

So there was a protest for him? 

He stared at the title, his brows slowly creasing. This didn't make sense. None of this made sense. 
His finger hovered over the link. 

Why would anyone want to hold a protest for him? He was a freak of nature, he shouldn't exist. 


And besides, he was just one person. Just one of millions in this country. Hundreds of children and 
teens went missing every year, and yet there was a protest for him? Why? 


Despite his bewildered state, he pressed his finger down on the link. 


The page loaded, revealing a large photograph angled towards a crowd of people wearing T-shirts 
and shorts against a blue sky. People in the crowd held up signs that said things such as "Free 
Danny Phantom!" and "One of Us!" 


He pressed the next button, scrolling from photo to photo of hundreds—no, thousands of people 
who had taken to the streets for him. They had shouted, marched, demanded his release. 


How had he missed this? 


He paused at each photo, soaking in the colors and captions and the stories each person had to 
share about him. 


A woman standing tall, wearing a white cropped shirt and high-waisted blue shorts. Her 
immaculate afro was combed out above her head, and her smile was wide, confident. In her hand 
she held a sign covered in green and silver glitter. 


"My apartment building caught on fire, but I didn't know. I'm deaf, I couldn't hear the fire alarms. 
By the time I smelled the smoke, it was too late. All my exits were blocked. But then Danny 
Phantom came, and I knew everything was going to be okay." —Tamara, 32 


A small boy with sandy red hair and freckles, dressed in a black T-shirt with the DP logo on the 
center. His arms were stretched out beside him as if he were trying to hug the world. 


"The ghost was THIS big! It was huge! It went BAM BAM and the windows broke! But I didn't cry 
because Phantom flew in and he zapped the big ghost and saved the day!" —Lucas, 7 


A tall, lanky man with straight brown hair that was split with a clean part to the side. He held a 
sign against the gray fabric of his T-shirt that read "Why do cadavers have more rights than a 
sentient person?" 


"A building collapsed and I got trapped under some rubble. I didn't know how long I was under 
there, but I was sure I was going to die. Suddenly, I felt cold arms around me, lifting me up and 
onto the street. I turned around and there he was: Phantom. He saved my life that day. Now it's 


time for me to save his." —Keith, 26 
Danny shook his head, looking at each photograph as if they were lost paintings. 


He couldn't believe it. There was no way that he had done all this, that he had affected this many 
people around him. 


And yet, as he dug through his damaged brain, he remembered these incidents. He remembered 
when a spirit accidentally lost control and set two buildings on fire, the day when one of Skulker's 
hunts had brought him to an elementary school, how Spectra and Bertrand had collapsed an office 
building to prey on the grieving. 


He pressed the next button and froze. His eyes widened into saucers. 
There, standing against the thousands of others, were Sam and Tucker. 


Sam held a blown-up photograph glued onto a piece of poster board of the three of them, arms 
linked behind their backs, laughing as if someone off camera had just told the funniest joke in the 
world. Under the photo were the simple words, printed in bold, "Bring Our Friend Home." 


Danny couldn't remember what they had all been laughing about now, but it didn't matter. That 
photograph had long since been framed—a gift from Jazz—and resided on his nightstand next to a 
model rocket. 


Danny's eyes drifted over to Tucker, and he snorted. Of course Tucker had printed out the most 
embarrassing photo he could find. 


It was a picture of Danny, still in ghost form, asleep with his mouth wide open on Tucker's 
bedroom rug with a tower of Doritos balanced on his forehead. Tucker was hovering over him, 
giving the camera a shit-eating grin and two thumbs up. 


Under his photo too were the words, "Bring Our Friend Home." 
Danny's eyes drifted down to the caption. 
"He's my best friend, simple as that. He's my bro and I miss him." —Tucker, 16, event organizer. 


"I moved here when I was thirteen, and I was really alone. Danny and Tucker saw me sitting by 
myself at lunch and so they sat down and started talking to me as if we were already best friends. 
And, from that day forward, we were. I won't let the government rip him away from us so easily." 
—Sam, 16, event organizer. 


Danny shouldn't have been surprised. Sam had attended more protests than Danny could keep track 
of, dragging him and Tucker along whenever she could. 


And yet, he was surprised. Because he never expected anyone to care this much about him. Not 
Sam, not Tucker, not the thousands of others who traveled to fight for him, no one. 


And suddenly, guilt was sweeping over him and he found himself staring at his text message 
notifications because he should really text Sam and Tucker, especially now after all they had done 
for him. 


Truthfully, Danny hadn't thought much about Sam and Tucker over the past few weeks. Jazz gave 
him updates on them, but her comments were always unprompted. He didn't know why he was so 
damn nervous to talk to them again. Maybe it was because he didn't want to disappoint them with 


how different he was now. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that after he came home 
from critical care and Sam and Tucker came to visit, Danny spent most of their time together 
thinking of ways to make them leave. 


He was such a bad friend. They deserved so much better. 
And after everything they had done for him, they at least deserved a text back. 


He opened his message app. He had dozens of texts from various classmates, but Danny didn't even 
look at them. His eyes were glued to the top two messages on his phone from Sam and Tucker. 


They were sent recently. 


Danny took a deep breath and clicked on Sam's messages. 


Sam, 9/13, 8:13am: Good luck in school today, Danny! :) 

Sam, 9/13 1:06pm: Hey I heard what happened. Are you okay? 
Sam, 9/13, 2:15pm: Do you want me to come over? 

Sam, 9/13 2:43pm: Danny please respond so I know you're okay. 
Sam, 9/13, 3:09pm: /'m sorry but I'm really worried. 


Sam, 9/13, 5:41pm: Hey I just heard back from Jazz and she told me what happened. Danny I'm 
SO sorry that this is all happening to you, and I hope you know you didn't deserve any of this. I 
know you won't see this until you get out, but I'm so proud of you for getting help. I'll always be 
here for you, no matter what. Focus on getting better and I'll see you soon 


Sam, 10/11, 6:07pm: Hi! Jazz told me you were coming home tomorrow. I hope everything went 
well. Text me when you can! 


Danny swallowed the lump in his throat as his eyes scanned the messages once more, then again. 


Danny had been so stupid, so stupid, for ever thinking Sam didn't care. That he was just a bother to 
her. That staying in contact with her was a waste of time because there was no way she'd want to 
hang out with him anymore. 


How many times tonight had he seen her prove him wrong? 
He clicked out of Sam's messages and went to Tucker's only to—/oly shit. 


Tucker had sent him dozens of messages over the past four weeks. And when Danny reached the 
top of the message chain and started reading Tucker's justification for the utter spam, he felt 
another wave of guilt hit him because how could he have ever doubted the selflessness and 
unconditional friendship from these two? 


Tucker, 9/13, 1:23pm: yo danny. i heard about what happened in school today. u good? u want 


me to come over? we can play doomed or we can just chill and talk shit about people. either works 
for me. 


Tucker, 9/13, 3:06pm: danny? u there? 


Tucker, 9/13, 3:55pm: hey we're really worried. sam's losing her shit rn. please just let me know 
ur alive 


Tucker, 9/13, 5:45pm: so we just found out from jazz that u went to the hospital. u wont see this 
till ur released but i'm sorry about everything. u dont deserve this shit. 


but since u won't see this till idk how long im just gonna turn this into my personal journal so when 
u get out u wont have missed out on anything! it'll be awesome dude. trust me. i'll keep u up to date 
on all the memes and trends 


Tucker, 9/15, 9:13pm: [video] danny watch this i said 'bone apple teeth' at dinner tonight and 
this was my mom's reaction im dying lmfao XD 


Tucker, 9/19, 4:22pm: i've decided to keep track of every book title lancer shouts this year. So far 
i have little women, lord of the flies, a tale of two cities, fahrenheit 451, and the count of monte 
cristo 


Tucker, 9/20, 11:18am: [image] i'm sure you'll appreciate this meme 


Tucker, 9/22, 5:31pm: so the nasty burger added a new burger called the ecto-delight and it's 
just a regular nasty supreme but with avocado im like wtf dude that's straight up sacrilegious! sam 
says it's an improvement but i told her to shove her tofu melt up her ass. back me up here danny 


Tucker, 9/23, 8:02pm: dead teacher 5 is in theaters now but since i'm such a WONDERFUL and 
AMAZING friend i've decided—with no prompting from Sam—that we will await ur return before 
we watch it 


Tucker, 9/23, 8:22pm: but like u still better get out before it's out of theaters. no pressure tho 


Tucker: 9/23, 8:25pm: sam says that was mean and that OF COURSE we're gonna wait for you, 
even if that means we end up watching it on her home theater and i have to risk my laptop security 
when im inevitably chosen to pirate the movie for u two goons cuz neither of u know what the 
words "anti-virus software" means 


Tucker, 9/25, 4:55pm: [image] ember thought u were home so she brought cujo over cuz he 
misses uso we gave him one of ur socks and he fell asleep with it 


The texts went on, but Danny couldn't see them through his blurred vision. 


He brought a hand up to his eyes. He didn't deserve them. He had been so distant when he saw 
them the month before, and they still showed so much love. 


Miguel was right. He had so much support from his friends, family, and even people he hadn't met 
outside of his Phantom form. He thought back to the protest, the signs, the photos of all those 
people who spent their Saturday pressuring the government to release him, shutting down roads 
and infiltrating news channels in the process. 


All thanks to Sam and Tucker. Event organizers. 


He felt a tear slip from his eye, followed by another. God, he didn't even realize. Here he was, 
sitting here moping like he had no one. But that couldn't be further from the truth. 


More than anything, he wanted to show his friends that he wasn't a disappointment. That they 
didn't save him from the government for nothing. Because he didn't understand why they believed 
in him so much, but they did and that's what was important. 


He wiped the tears off his cheeks. He was such a mess. Such a mess. 


He wanted to go wake up Jazz and hug her, tell her how much he appreciated and loved her too. 
Tell her thanks for visiting him so much while he was in inpatient and before at the hospital. Once 
he was allowed visitors at the general hospital, she used to drive there straight from school every 
day. Even if he was asleep, she would sit there quietly and do her homework. 


He never realized until now just how thankful he was for that. She was such a good sister. He 
didn't deserve her. 


His breathing was calming down, and he yawned. Oh wow, he was exhausted. He should go to 
sleep. 


Yeah, sleep sounded nice. 


He went to put his phone down and stopped. Sam and Tucker needed a response if he was going to 
be a better friend to them now. 


He opened up a new group chat with the two of them and began typing. 


Danny, 2:27am: hey! sorry for not reaching out yesterday, i was rlly tired but u guys are so great 
and i rlly missed u both these past few weeks and i cant wait to see u. I know ur both asleep right 
now but if u wanna hang out tomorrow and play doomed lemme know 


Okay, that was done. Just in time too because his comforter felt so soft and amazing and he never 
realized how squishy his pillow was. He kind of wanted to sleep on his side but he was too tired to 
put a pillow between his legs so he would just have to remember that for next time. 


He closed his eyes and yawned again. He couldn't remember the last time he felt so relaxed. And 
loved. 


Everything was going to be okay. 
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Something was pushing Danny awake. 

He turned his head away. Maybe if he wasn’t facing it, it would go away. 

“Danny,” a soft voice whispered. He felt another gentle push. “Danny, it’s time to get up.” 
He groaned and mumbled something incoherent. 

“Come on, Danny. Wake up.” 

That damn voice. It was familiar. 


“Danny,” his mother said in a singsong voice as she nudged him again. 


Ugh, his mom was waking him up. Which meant it was probably before his alarm was set to go 
off, which was so annoying and hadn’t he told her that he always set his alarms? Sure, sometimes 
he ignored them or outright slept through them, but he wasn’t so irresponsible that he would mess 
up on his first day of outpatient. 


“Tt’s time for your first day! You have to get up!” 


His eyelids lifted only for sunlight to assault his retinas. He snapped his eyes back shut and 
grumbled, “Go without me.” 


He could feel his mother rolling her eyes. 


“T can’t go without you, honey. Come on, didn’t you go to bed early last night? I'll make you 
pancakes if you get up now.” 


Right. He did go to bed early last night. 
Why was he so damn fired then? 


But then, as if his brain were waiting for that question, the memories from last night hit him all at 
once. 


He had a nightmare. It was about being cut open, wasn’t it? And...something else. He couldn’t 
remember what it was fully about now, but he knew it was bad. Maybe it was that night. The one 
when Operative O visited him with the red bag. 


The red bag. 


Oh. 


His eyes flew open and zeroed in on his nightstand where he knew he had shoved the bottle of 
oxycodone in last night. 


Right. No wonder he was fatigued. 
He should flush the pills now. 
“Well, there you are! Welcome to Earth, Danny!” His mother joked, pinching his cheek. 


He groaned and brushed her hand off his face, momentarily shoving the thought of the pills to the 
back of his mind. He couldn’t worry about that now with his mom in his room like this. She would 
get suspicious, and then she would figure him out, and then she would send him back to inpatient 
because he couldn’t last one day outside of the hospital without resorting to his own terrible 
methods of self-care. 


“You need help getting ready at all? I can grab a shirt from your closet if you’d like?” 


“Uh...” He glanced over to his closet. Instinctively, he wanted to refuse the help. He wouldn’t be 
able to rely on his parents to help him reach for clothing on hangers forever, so he should just 
practice as much as he could now. 


But, oh man, he was so tired. 


“Actually...yeah,” he found himself saying. “Can you just grab me a—a long sleeve? It doesn’t 
matter which color.” 


Maddie hummed and made her way over to the closet while Danny focused on dragging himself 
from his bed. His wheelchair was right there, right next to his bed. He had to wonder how the hell 
he missed it last night during his... debacle. 


Well, whatever. He wasn’t going to let that— any of that—happen again. So it didn’t matter. 
“Ts this alright?” Maddie held up a plain gray shirt. 
“Yeah, thanks,” Danny responded, his gaze drifting back to the nightstand drawer. 


He shook his head, forcing himself to look anywhere but there. He was acting too suspicious. He 
just needed to chill . It was fine. 


He needed to get his mother out of his room now. 

“You need anything else? Want me to grab pants? Socks?” 

“No, it’s fine, I can get those.” 

“Are you sure? I’m already up.” 

“T got it.” 

“Alright.” Maddie smiled. “I'll get started on those pancakes, okay? Yell if you need anything.” 
“Yeah. I will.” 

She left, gently closing his door behind her. 


His head dropped into his hands, and he sat there, trying to rub the fatigue from his vision. Damn, it 


had been a while since he felt this exhausted. 
Okay, Danny, get it together. 


He pulled open the drawer to see the orange bottle right there where he left it, its contents gleaming 
under the morning sun. This was it. Now all he had to do was sneak into the bathroom and dispose 

of the evidence in his toilet. If he did that, he wouldn’t have to worry about anyone finding this, he 

wouldn’t get sent back to inpatient, and everything would be okay again. 


Reaching down, his fingers brushed against the smooth plastic sides of the bottle. 
This was it. 


Danny went to wrap his fingers around the container when suddenly a light rapping sounded from 
his door. 


“Danny? You in there?” Jazz’s muffled voice said. “Are you decent?” 


“Just a minute!” Danny ripped his hands from the bottle and hastily shut the drawer. “I’m 
changing!” 


“You need any help?” 
“Ew, Jazz. I’m not a toddler!” 
“Alright, alright! Just making sure. I'll see you downstairs.” 


Danny didn’t respond, instead choosing to focus on the morning routine that he established at the 
hospital. And by the time he dragged himself into the passenger’s seat of the GAV and shut the 
door, he wanted nothing more than for this day to be over. 


Maddie hopped into the driver’s seat. “Alright, Danny! First day in your new program!” 


“Yeah.” Danny unlocked his phone and checked his new messages from Sam and Tucker. His text 
the previous night was inescapably cringy to read again, but thankfully, his two friends seemed too 
excited by the prospect of hanging out with him that day to care. 


“Are you excited?” 

Danny glanced over at his mother, eyebrows raised. 

“For your first day! This is a big step, you know.” 

He felt his cheeks heat up and averted his gaze back down to his phone, shrugging. 
Who cared how big of a step it was? Danny didn’t, that was for sure. 


It was only the first time Danny was going to be in public since the big reveal, since returning from 
the Guys in White and inpatient. It was only the first time he’d be confirming to the world that yes, 
Danny Phantom couldn’t fly and in fact he couldn’t walk either, and Danny Phantom also slept on 
a concussion and was going into a building where there would be new people and he really just 
wanted to crawl into bed and never get up again. 


“Are you nervous, honey?” 


Everyone was going to know who he was. Not that everyone didn’t know who he was in the 


hospital, but this was different. This was a smaller group; it was more intimate. The hospital was 
just for stability, just enough to get him to a point where he didn’t feel like he was losing his mind 
anymore, but this was where the real work started. 


Was he ready for this? 

“No.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yeah, it’s whatever. Same thing, just new people.” 


Maddie made no move to continue the conversation, so Danny took this opportunity to lean against 
the window, pressing his forehead against the cool glass. A car passed by him, and he saw a young 
child in the backseat. Her blonde hair was tied up into pigtails with two bright pink scrunchies, 
which bounced excitedly along with her rapidly moving mouth. Danny couldn’t make out what she 
was Saying, but he watched as her mother broke out into a proud smile in the driver’s seat. 


He closed his eyes. All these strangers around him were living out their lives, forming happy 
memories with their loved ones. 


He felt nauseous. 
Thankfully, Maddie didn’t try to initiate conversation for the rest of the drive. 


The trek to the PHP was nothing like the short drive to school. Casper was under a twenty-minute 
walk from Danny’s house. It was a perfect location, just far enough away to escape the constant 
embarrassment of his parents’ gaudy experiments while close enough to be within a comfortable 
walking distance. 


But this program was too far away to walk to. It was past the residential areas of Amity Park, past 
the shopping centers and restaurants, past the movie theater that still had a sign out for Dead 
Teacher Five. It was beyond Danny’s usual bubble of Amity Park, past what he knew to be home. 


The car finally stopped at an office complex. He peeled his head away from the window and 
glanced over to see Maddie studying her phone. 


“Yup, this is it. It should be on the third floor. They told me there was an elevator inside.” She 
pocketed her phone and unbuckled her seat belt. “Stay here, I'll grab your chair.” 


Danny looked back at the building. It seemed normal , nothing like the inpatient facility. There 
were no medical signs outside the building, no children’s play center and fenced-in field, no 
disabled schools on the property. It seemed like a normal brick office building. 


Maddie opened his door, and he gingerly slipped from his seat to the chair. The distance from the 
GAV to his chair was far too large, and Danny was just thankful he’d managed to avoid falling 
face-first onto the pavement. 


The visual loudness of the GAV had always been a sore point for Danny’s perpetual teenage 
humiliation, but today it felt especially unbearable. He could only hope the ground would open up 
and swallow him whole before anyone noticed them. 


“T think the ramp entrance is on the side of the building.” 


Danny frowned, looking at the front door. His first instinct was to insist that it was only a few steps 


between the main entrance and the pavement, that he could do it. Don’t worry, he wasn’t that bad 
at walking. 


But that would mean his mom would have to help him and who knows what would happen then. 
What if someone saw him? What if someone took a video of him and posted it online? The news 
would spread it like wildfire, and then soon everyone would get to see Phantom struggling through 
a door. It would be trending in an hour. 


“Okay, let’s do the ramp.” 


The interior of the building was small and plain. Reading over the office list next to the elevator, 
Danny saw nothing out of the ordinary. On the first floor was a financial consulting office, a 
construction management company on the second, and on the third floor in blue letters were the 
words “Kaufman Health Center.” 


The elevator door swung open with a ding, and—with some help from his mom—Danny 
maneuvered himself inside. 


This was it. No turning back. 
Not that he had a choice. 


Danny tried to focus on his breathing. He was fine, this was fine. It didn’t matter that by the time 
he got home today, the entire internet would have leaked pictures and information detailing his 
recovery. What, did he think he was really entitled to privacy? Of course this wasn’t going to last. 


He refused to acknowledge the sound of the elevator door opening up once again, but his mother 
pushed him out of the doors anyway. He hated it. He hated how his hands automatically took over 
and moved him to the door, hated how easily he pressed the accessible button next to the door, and 
he hated how little effort it took him to wheel himself into the lobby of the health center. 


This wasn’t what he planned his life to become. He wasn’t supposed to be here. He was supposed 
to be at school right now, messing around with Sam and Tucker, maybe texting during class, 
planning their next movie night or talking about how cheesy last week’s film was. He was 
supposed to be pretending Phantom and he were separate entities and that Fenton was nothing more 
than some random geek. 


He wasn’t supposed to be here. 
And yet... 


Danny peered up to see another teen gawking at him from across the lobby. He and Danny locked 
eyes, and the other teen jolted out of his trance as if he’d been slapped, his head hurriedly 
swiveling away as he shoved his hands into his hoodie pockets. 


Danny glared down at his lap, his face burning. From the corner of his vision, he could see the 
teen move out of the lobby, but Danny couldn’t look back up at him. Was it shame? 
Embarrassment? The weight of his failures? 


It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. 


He was here. He was really here. It was a real place with real people and real problems, and he was 
now a part of it. 


Maddie went over to the front desk and talked to the bubbly voice behind the counter, but Danny 


wasn’t listening to what they were saying. He refused to. It was just... 
How did he end up here? 


Another teen crossed in front of him, and Danny could feel the stares. But there was nothing he 
could do. Everyone was going to know now...everyone... 


He pushed himself over to the wall near the couches. Maybe if he was out of the center of the 
room, he would be invisible again, just like he used to be as only Fenton. Maybe if he kept his head 
down and held his breath, nobody would notice him. 


Maddie sat down in the empty chair next to him, her hand armed with a clipboard full of 
paperwork. Danny knew she had noticed his tense behavior—she had to—but thankfully, she 
didn’t say anything. 


Danny watched her fill out his paperwork, making notes in the “medical history” section of the 
paperwork with the practice of someone who had been writing it for years. 


How many nights had she spent, then, reading his reports over and over again until they were 
burned into her memory? How often did she open his files, checking and double checking every 
detail until she was cross-eyed? How often did Jack have to tug the files out of her hands so she 
could go to sleep? 


Maddie deserved better. She shouldn’t have had to be dealing with him, worrying about him like 
this, taking him to the doctors and therapists every day. She shouldn’t have had to worry about the 
media hounding her, or her stupid half-ghost son who stupidly got revealed on national television. 


No, she deserved so much better. 
“Maddie? Maddie Fenton?” 


Danny flinched, the voice shocking him from his pity party. He looked up to see a short woman in 
a park cardigan appear from the hallway. She strode across the blue carpet, her hand extended out 
in front of her. 


Maddie stood and shook the woman’s hand. “Hello. Yu-Jin, is it?” 


“That’s right.” She nodded, a bright smile decorating her face. “We spoke on the phone a few days 
ago, but it’s nice to formally meet you.” 


“Yes,” Maddie said. She turned to Danny, placing her hand on his shoulder. 
It felt heavy. 
“This is my son, Danny.” 


“Uh...” Danny’s hands fidgeted on his lap. Was this woman expecting a handshake? She hadn’t 
made any movements to get one, so did that mean she didn’t want to touch him? Or maybe she 
wasn’t allowed to since he was a minor? Was he being rude by not even offering a handshake? 


Oh god, was he messing this whole thing up before it could even begin? 


She gave him a short wave. “Hello, Danny. It’s nice to meet you. I’m the head therapist for your 
group, and I look forward to working with you the next few weeks.” 


ied» bea 


God, he was so embarrassing. This was the first person he had met outside of the hospital who 
knew he was Phantom and he was just going to act like this? Completely incompetent? He might 
as well be back in the government compound, then. 


“T understand this is a difficult transition, Danny,” she continued. “I hope we can help make this 
process a little easier for you. Everyone here is very kind, and I think this place will be a good fit 
for you.” 


“T think it will too,” Maddie said. 
Danny picked at his cuticles. He wasn’t so sure. 


This woman seemed nice but she wasn’t... her. The therapist from the other place. Danny combed 
through his brain for a name, but came up blank. 


Surely he would have gotten her name though, right? It might’ ve been on a piece of paper 
somewhere? But Danny knew, deep down inside, that he never wrote down her name during his 
stay and wouldn’t be able to remember it. Not now, not tomorrow, not next week. It was simply 
gone from his memory. 


The new therapist—Danny had already forgotten her name too—chattered on with Maddie 
about...Danny didn’t know what. He’d stopped listening. His mind was already drifting to other 
places. 


He wondered if the redhead from inpatient was doing alright. He was too nice of a person to be in 
this situation. Danny couldn’t remember his name either... 


“and Danny?” 


Danny’s head snapped back into focus. He blinked, surveying the quiet lobby before his eyes 
landed on the new therapist. 


Oh, right. He was at the new building with the new people and the new schedule. 
He was too tired to be here. 
“Yeah?” 


“T told your mother this over the phone, but it’s important I let you know as well that we can 
provide any accommodations you may need during your time with us. So please don’t be shy if you 
need any help with anything from us.” 


Danny felt his eyebrows scrunch. Just what in the world was she talking about? Accommodations? 
..Oh. 


“I—I don’t have...I’m human, I swear,” Danny stammered. “I, uh, I mean I’m not, but—but—it’s 
not—I’m not—” 


“Oh heavens, no! My apologies. I should have been clearer. I was referring to disability 
accommodations. We build our therapies and activities to be done by anyone regardless of 
mobility, but occasionally, we may have to make slight adjustments for you. Don’t be afraid to 
speak up about anything, alright?” 


“Okay.” Danny hoped his face hid his confusion. 


She turned back to Maddie. “I'll let you finish the paperwork up. Please feel free to ask Sharon any 
questions you may have. We keep copies of the schedule at the front desk if you would prefer a 
printed version. Danny, would you like to come with me? [ll show you to our room.” 


“Yeah.” His eyes flickered back up to his mother. Despite her calm expression before, now her face 
was pinched, her smile strained. 


“See you later?” He didn’t mean for his voice to come out like a question, and he mentally kicked 
himself for doing so. 


“Goodbye, Danny. Ill see you for pickup, okay?” Maddie said. 

Danny undid the brakes on his chair. “Bye, Mom.” 

“Don’t forget we’re going straight to PT after.” 

“Alright, I know.” 

“ll bring you a snack to eat on the way. Okay?” 

“Sure.” 

“Would you rather a granola bar or a banana? I can bring both if you’d—” 


“Banana.” Danny said, the words slipping out of his mouth with a speed that surprised even 
himself. He swallowed. “Banana’s good.” 


“Alright, sweetie. Have a good day.” 
Danny turned so he wouldn’t have to see his mother’s misting eyes. “Yeah. You too.” 


“Okay, Danny?” the therapist said, waving him forward. “Come with me.” 


Every eye in the room was on him. 


Danny knew that this would happen. Ultimately, he was Phantom, whether he wanted to be right 
now or not. 


But even then, every eye in the room was on him. 


He hesitated, unsure if he should proceed deeper into the room or not. On one hand, he could act 
like he didn’t notice anything strange and go over to the small group of teens sitting at the table. 
On the other hand, he could say something. Introduce himself. Maybe if he spoke, people would 
snap out of it. 


But at the moment, all he could do was stare back. 


Maybe one of the teens would realize what they were doing and look away. Maybe one of them 
would speak first. Or maybe— 


The door burst open with a loud, “Sorry I’m late, I—oh! Uh, hi.” 


Danny blinked, staring back at the teen in front of him. She was tall, with thick blonde curls tied up 
in a ponytail. She stood in front of him, looking as if she had just run a mile. 


“Uh...” Danny froze, unsure of what to do. He could wave, but that might’ ve been weird. He 
should just talk, but he was pretty sure if he tried that, his voice would choke up. 


Thankfully, he was saved from responding by the therapist entering the room. “Jessica, good to see 
you! Don’t forget to fill out the morning check-in sheet. Danny, you too. We fill these out each 
morning to establish a baseline for how we’re doing before our morning meeting.” 


Danny followed the blonde girl to the table—making sure to sit at the corner, as far away from the 
other teens as possible—and grabbed a piece of paper. It was a simple questionnaire, and it seemed 
easy enough to do. 


But everyone was still staring at him. 
Why was he like a zoo animal on display? 


Phantom was such a fascinating subject, isn’t that what he’d been told before his reveal? How 
fascinating he was as a ghost because he was just so different from the other ghosts? He 
remembered reading all the theories back then and laughing about them because he thought that 
nobody would ever get to the truth. 


There were subreddits about him, countless usernames analyzing his fights and trying to pick apart 
what exactly made him so special. What made Phantom so powerful? Why did he do the things that 
he did? 


The truth was far less glamorous than the theorists anticipated. As it turned out, Phantom was just 
some weird mutant half-breed. That was all. 


‘How did you sleep last night?’ the check-in sheet asked. 


What would it matter if he didn’t sleep well? It wasn’t like he ever slept before the reveal, and no 
one seemed to care. Why was it different now—because he was suddenly fascinating as a human 
too? 


Danny felt the back of his neck itch, and he wondered if he’d be able to dig his pen into his neck 
and remove the ecto-suppressing chip himself. After all, what was a little more nerve damage to 
him? 


‘Did you shower this morning?’ 


Danny didn’t even want to think about that. The stupid bench. It shouldn’t have felt any different 
from when he was in inpatient, but for some reason, it did. Maybe he thought that everything 
would suddenly go back to normal once he got home. Maybe that was what he wanted to happen. 


But it didn’t. 
And people were still glancing at him. 


“Fascinating...” The operative studied the device hovering over his chest. “Your core has 

nestled itself right next to your heart, right in the center of your chest. It should be restricting your 
lung, theoretically, but its small size combined with your lesser need for oxygen makes the whole 
system work seamlessly. Truly fascinating anatomy...” 


That particular operative hadn’t hurt him—not physically—but something about the way he was 
speaking made Danny feel sick nonetheless. At the time, Danny had chalked it up due to the fact 
that he was the Guys in White’s latest little test subject for what he assumed was the rest of his 
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But now that he was home, now that he was here under the stares of these new strange teens, he 
realized that maybe there was more to it than that. 


Maybe, just maybe, Danny didn’t want to be fascinating to everyone else. Maybe he just wanted to 
fucking exist in peace. Maybe he didn’t want to be here. 


Maybe he could still get his old life back. 


The chair across from him moved, and Danny looked up to see the therapist sit down, clipboard in 
hand. 


“Good morning, everyone.” The therapist beamed at the group. “We’ll begin our morning meeting 
in just a second. First, I’m sure you all have noticed, but we have a new peer joining us today. Why 
don’t we go around the circle and introduce ourselves so we’re all acquainted before we do 
anything else. Alright? I'll go first.” 


Danny wanted to point out that she’d already introduced herself, but then he remembered that he 
couldn’t remember her name and didn’t she read his file and already know that this was a waste of 
time because there was no way in hell his stupid brain would be able to memorize all these names? 


But he bit his tongue. 


“Y’m Yu-Jin, and I’m the lead therapist for this group. I’ve been here for eight years, and I’m very 
happy to be working with you all.” She turned to the blonde girl. “Would you like to go next?” 


The blonde girl gave Danny a quick wave. “I’m Jessica. ’m sixteen and I go to Brickstone High. 
Nice to meet you.” 


“T’m Mark,” said the boy next to her. He was tall, broad, and if not for the brown hair, could have 
easily resembled Dash Baxter. “Seventeen, and I go to Central High.” 


A timid voice came next. “Maria. I’m seventeen.” 


“Hey, I’m Arabelle,” a girl with teal hair styled into a pixie cut said. Her gaze flickered over to 
Danny once before remaining pointedly fixed on the therapist. “I’m fifteen and ’'m from 
Elmerton.” 


Danny took stock of the other teens. They didn’t seem like they despised his existence, at least. So 
maybe it could have been worse. 


But the discomfort that was radiating off of each of them was palpable. Their eyes either didn’t 
leave Danny or avoided him like the plague. It was as if he were a feral beast poised to attack if a 
single foot stepped out of line. 


Maybe you are a cornered animal, Fenturd. Isn’t that how Dash treated you? In the locker room 
that day? 


“Danny? Would you like to introduce yourself?” the therapist asked, her voice cutting through his 
brain like a hot knife. 


Danny surveyed the room one last time. If he did open his mouth and speak, then everyone would 
know how much he’d lost over the past months. Everyone would hear him, and any dignity he had 
left would evaporate in an instant. 


But what choice did he have? If he didn’t speak, he would be sent back to inpatient, and he would 
never be able to return to Casper High. 


This was so humiliating. 


“Hi.” Danny paused. That was right! If he just focused on saying small words, he might be able to 
get through this intact. He could do this, he just had to be as direct as he could. 


“T’m Danny.” 
And just like that, everyone’s eyes had zeroed in on him. 


Should he continue? Was it even worth it? Everyone here already knew who he was. They’d likely 
seen all the news footage of his disappearance, they probably knew about the court case, they’d 
probably seen photos and videos of his parents and sister and maybe even his classmates and old 
teachers too. 


But if he didn’t continue with the introduction, would people just think he was being rude? Would 
they assume him to be some raging narcissist? 


His head turned down to his lap where he watched his fingers twist together. He wished he had that 
stress ball right now, the one from inpatient. It would be so much better to have something like that 
in here. 


“T’m sixteen.” 


There. That was bound to suffice for his introduction. It was short, it was to the point, and it got out 
everything that this group would need to know about him for the rest of the day. 


When was this program going to end? 


“Welcome, Danny,” said the therapist. “We are happy to have you in this group, and we hope you 
feel comfortable here as well.” 


He hoped he gave her a weak smile at the very least, but he wouldn’t be surprised if it looked like a 
grimace. 


“Alright, let’s get started on our morning check-in discussion. Just a reminder to everyone that 
everything said here is confidential; it stays between us,” the therapist said. “So for the morning 
check-in, we’re just going to read off of our sheets so we can see how we’re all doing today.” 


Danny’s brain short-circuited. He glanced over to his questionnaire, and it seemed to be positively 
glowing under the bright ceiling lights. 


No. No way. They were going to make him share this? Just in front of everyone? 
They couldn’t. 


He looked up to see the blonde girl holding her sheet up in front of her. She was moving her lips, 
her face looking passive, bored. 


Danny dug his fingernails into his palms. He didn’t understand why this surprised him at all. They 
all had to share personal details in inpatient, didn’t they? It wasn’t like any of this was new to him, 
so why did it feel so different? 


Because it was different now. Before, he was confined in a space with teens, most of whom were 


taken straight from the hospital. They couldn’t leave, they had no one to gossip with aside from 
their therapists, and everyone was too busy getting used to their new medications to worry about 
each other. 


But here? The teens here would go home at the end of the day. They would tell their parents that 
they were in a group with Danny Phantom and they might talk about him and even if the therapist 
said this was all confidential, was it really? He wasn’t stupid, he knew people would talk. He was 
a news topic, a national event, a celebrity. 


He was Danny Phantom. 
Or...he was. 


He tried to grasp at his core, but it was still too dull and muted and he couldn’t feel it like he used 
to. His body wasn’t what it should’ ve been. He was trapped in this faux-human bubble, and he 
needed to escape it. 


Back in freshman year of high school, Danny had so desperately wanted to be popular. He wanted 
to be loved and respected by his peers, he wanted their acceptance. He remembered trying so hard 
to fit in. He tried buying the right clothes and going after the right girls and listening to the right 
music in the fleeting hope that maybe somebody would give him the attention he so craved. 


If Danny had a time machine now, he would go back to that time, punch himself in the face, and 
yell at him to give up because you don’t want the attention, you don’t want it like this! 


They said the grass was always greener on the other side, and Danny had never understood what 
that meant until now. He had the attention he wanted, but it cost him everything. 


He wouldn’t be able to fit in here, not with him out as Danny Phantom. Not after everything that 
happened. Not after the Guys in White, the broken bones, the damaged nerve system, the memory 
and speech issues, the loss of everything that kept him whole. 


This fame wasn’t worth it. 
He was so stupid. 


Being an invisible loser sucked, but at least he could still be Phantom when he wanted to be. Now 
the roles were reversed and Fenton just... sucked. 


“Danny?” 

Danny jolted up to see everyone—once again—staring at him. 

What now? 

“Would you like to share your check-in sheet with us?” The therapist nodded encouragingly. 


Danny obediently picked up his paper. “Today I’m...I...” He felt his face grow red. He would take 
another day hooked up to the Guys in White’s ectoplasm machine to this. “I’m feeling okay. I—uh, 
I didn’t shower this morning. I took my...um...I—TI took...I took...” 


The sheet slipped through his fingers and fell onto his lap. He made no effort to pick it up again. 


He kept his head low, his lips parted slightly, trying to form words that wouldn’t come out. He felt 
his eyes sting, and he forced the tears back because he was not crying right now, he refused to be 


like this in front of all these strange teens and he was not crying, damn it. 


This sucked. He sucked. He wished he could skip this part of the day and go to PT. At least then he 
would be up and moving, focusing on strengthening his body, focusing on actually getting better 
instead of whatever this bullshit was. 


He couldn’t do this. 


“Sorry,” he mumbled, even if he really wasn’t sorry at all. He was pissed and his chest hurt and he 
was sick of sitting all the time and he wanted to leave. 


“It’s alright, Danny,” the therapist said. “No one said this was going to be easy. Would you like to 
try again?” 


He shook his head. He knew he wouldn’t be able to. He just couldn’t do this. 
“That’s okay. Can everyone hand me their check-in sheets?” 


But Danny didn’t want to pick up his questionnaire again because that would mean he would have 
to give it to her, this woman that he didn’t know and then she would have it and he couldn’t do that 
because then she would wonder what the hell was the big deal why Danny didn’t want to share his 
check-in sheet like everyone else did no problem and she was going to contact his parents and what 
if she shared his sheet with anyone else what was going to happen then? 


“Danny, can I have your paper?” 

Danny ripped the sheet of paper off his lap and thrust it out to her like it was a venomous snake. 
“Thank you,” she said. 

Danny refused to look at her face. 

Who knew the great Danny Phantom would be defeated by a piece of paper? 


He couldn’t imagine how he looked, head low, shoulders hunched, his movements stiff and 
uncoordinated. It was no wonder why everyone was staring at him. 


Really, Daniel, Vlad would say. You can’t act like that and expect people not to notice. 


Danny’s arm twitched, and it took everything in his power to refrain from pulling his hair out of his 
skull. 


He didn’t want to be here. He didn’t want to be around all these people. He didn’t want to have to 
pour out his feelings in front of these strangers. 


Where the hell was Desiree when he needed her? He wanted everything to go back to the way it 
was. He couldn’t do this, he couldn’t be here, and if this was going to be the rest of his life, then he 
didn’t want it anymore. 
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Danny glared at the space where his hand should have been, concentrating on the light tingles that 
ran throughout his fingers like tiny electric beads of energy. He felt the current in his fingers waver, 
and his hand flickered back into visibility. 


That was no good. He pulled his eyebrows tighter together, willing his hand back out of the visible 
spectrum. 


Danny sighed in relief and allowed his arm to fall to his side. He closed his eyes, and his body 
relaxed into the soft carpet below him. He could feel the stress leaking from his muscles. Even his 
chest, which seemed constantly at war against his fried nerve endings, felt at ease. 


Much better. 


Danny couldn’t remember ever feeling so fake . He spent the whole day with his core under lock 
and key—feeling physically more human than ever—yet surrounded by teens who couldn’t see 
him as anything more than Phantom. 


The rest of his day at the PHP had been even worse than Danny thought it would be. With each 
new therapy came a new opportunity for the therapists to try to get Danny to open up. And when 
that happened, so did the stares and the tense silences which made him very much not want to 
speak, but then if he didn’t speak he would have to return to inpatient, but that resulted in more 
stress which caused his voice to clam up and then he was stuck right where he started. 


His physical therapy session hadn’t come soon enough, and when Danny finally got to the clinic, 
he made sure to push himself as hard as his body would allow and then some. His physical 
therapist had commended him on the “great day,” but Danny couldn’t help but feel disappointed. 


No matter what, it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t enough. 

Because he was still trapped. 

Footsteps sounded from the staircase. He bolted upright and glanced at his wheelchair beside him. 
This was bad. This was really bad. The government was back and he had no way of escaping. 


Goddamnit, if only his parents had given him access to his core, he could phase out of here and fly 
away. But he couldn’t do that now. He could hardly keep his fingers invisible for over a minute 
without breaking a sweat. 


He made motions towards his chair as a plan formed in his head. A very ill-formulated plan—one 
that was sure to cause him to lose a few teeth—but a plan nonetheless. But just as he touched the 
wheels of his chair, his door flung open. 


He turned, fully prepared to use what little muscular strength he’d managed to build up in his legs 
to launch himself over to his captors, but he froze. 


The people at the door weren’t tall men in white suits and black sunglasses. There were no ecto- 
guns pointed at his face. There was no glowing green inhibitor ready to be clasped onto his neck. 


It was Sam and Tucker, staring shyly at him in a way that reminded him of how they used to act 
around each other before they truly became friends. 


“Hey, Danny.” Sam gave him a small wave. 
“Oh.” Danny dropped his hold on his wheelchair. “Hey. Hi, guys.” 


For a moment, no one said anything. Sam stared at him with eyes that were progressively getting 
shinier by the second, and Tucker stood with his mouth hanging open, as if he couldn’t believe 
Danny was there. 


Danny fidgeted. There was so much unsaid emotion happening. The atmosphere was suffocating, 
and suddenly Danny was hyper aware of how uncomfortably he was sitting. He shifted so his legs 
were crisscrossed under each other and placed his arms in his lap. Maybe that would solve it. 
Maybe his posture was the source of his discomfort. 


“Dude,” Tucker said. “Holy shit.” 

“T—yeah, uh...” 

Tucker shook his head. “You look...damn, what the hell did they feed you in there?” 
The red package flashed in his mind, and Danny felt the blood drain from his face. 


He wanted to snap at Tucker, to shout that he wasn’t a dog and turn invisible because he hadn’t 
seen his friends in weeks and the first thing they were going to bring up was his biggest point of 
shame and destruction in his life? Something so embarrassing that he hadn’t told anyone about it? 


Oh. Wait. 


If he hadn’t told anyone about it, then Sam and Tucker wouldn’t know about it either. He was safe, 
then, and Tucker wouldn’t have been referencing that thing. So then what was Tucker talking 
about? 


He creased his eyebrows and looked down at his hands. He didn’t think he looked any different 
than usual. Even though the Guys in White had forced him to consume... that, it hadn’t drastically 
altered his appearance in the same way that his eyes would give off a light glow if he accidentally 
ate one of his mom’s ectoplasm-infused dinners in human form. 


His arm looked the same. It was a little thin, and his skin was a little pale, but it looked like a 
normal human arm. There were no globs of ectoplasm dripping from his skin, no inhuman glow 
encasing his form, nothing. It was just a normal arm. 


He must have looked lost, because Sam supplied, “You look really healthy, Danny.” 
Oh. 
Right. 


He was reading too far into this. The last time Sam and Tucker had seen Danny, he was so 
underweight the doctors told him it was a miracle his organs were still functioning. He was on a 
special high-calorie diet filled with vanilla protein shakes, all with the goal of helping him regain 
what he lost. 


It seemed like so long ago now, but it had only been a month since Danny had seen anyone outside 


the hospital. And so much had changed in that time. 


“Oh...um, thanks?” He said, peeking at his friends from under his bangs. “I—uh...they had 
these...the protein—protein shakes. Made me drink them.” 


“Well, you look amazing,” Sam said. 


Danny felt like his face was on fire. He attempted to settle the topic with an “I’m glad you think 
that.” 


If anything, that made their reactions ten times worse. 
“Oh, Danny.” Sam sniffed, bringing one hand up to cover her mouth. “Wow.” 


“What?” He blindly reached over to his wheelchair again, hoping that maybe some height would 
make him seem less pitiful. But before he could pull the chair closer to him, Sam sank to the floor. 


“T’m sorry. I told myself I wasn’t going to do this. I promised I wasn’t gonna cry.” She wiped her 
eyes with the back of her fingers. “Ugh, sorry.” 


“No—it’s. Um. I just...I just—” Danny tried to look at Tucker for help, but Tucker was avoiding 
eye contact with him now. 


“T’m sorry?” Danny tried. 
Sam’s eyes snapped over to his. “No! God, Danny. Don’t apologize. Please.” 
“T don’t... don’t...” 


“No, it’s me, Danny. I’m sorry, it’s me.” Sam sniffed again and brushed unshed tears away from 
her eyes. She took a few deep breaths before glancing back over to Danny with that same damn shy 
expression as before. 


Just what was going on right now? 
“T know you don’t like being touched anymore—” 


Danny grimaced. It wasn’t his fault that none of his nerve endings responded the same to physical 
stimulus anymore. 


“but would you mind if I hugged you? Just for a second?” 


“Uh...” Danny trailed off. Since when did his friends ever ask him if it was okay to touch him? 
Normally they just barreled right into him, intangibility be damned. But, thinking back to his 
interactions with them a month before, he hadn’t really allowed them near him, did he? Of course, 
they invaded his room anyway, no thanks to Jazz. But even then, they always sat a respectful 
distance away from him on separate chairs rather than piling on his bed like they would have done 
before his time with the GiW. 


Something churned in Danny’s gut. Had he really been that bad before that he made his own 
friends feel like they couldn’t have physical contact with him now? 


“Sure?” 


She leaned into him slowly, raising her arms up towards him as if he would break as soon as she 
touched him. 


But he didn’t flinch, his eyes didn’t waver, and when she finally made contact with him, he didn’t 
pull away. 


But he wanted to. 


Arms wrapped around his waist, resting lightly on his back, and for a moment, he forgot how to 
breathe. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had held him with such care, such 
tenderness. He knew his family was still keeping their distance, still unsure about how much 
contact he could handle, but he didn’t realize it had been this long since anyone had just...given 
him a hug. 


And it bothered him. 


The first time he woke up in the hospital, his parents had wrapped their arms around him similarly 
to this. Then, he felt nothing. He spent weeks after that mulling it over, wondering if maybe deep 
down inside he had been angry at them for letting the Guys in White force him away. Maybe he 
was just another Pavlov’s dog, and he was only able to associate touch with pain now. Or maybe it 
wasn’t that serious, maybe he had just been too drugged up to be able to process even a simple hug. 


But it couldn’t be the drugs from the hospital, because it still felt different to him. He still felt 
nothing. 


He tried to melt into her embrace, pulling his own arms to fit around her slim body. He squeezed 
his eyes shut and focused on the familiar smell of her coconut shampoo, the one from that vegan 
company she liked so much. 


“Danny,” Sam’s shaky voice sounded from his shoulder. “I missed you.” 


He felt something wet touch his neck, and he tightened his hold on her, desperate to ground himself 
in the moment. But the dampness from her tears reminded him of the way his skin felt for those 
last few weeks in his cell. Never dry, always trickling with loose ectoplasm. 


Get a grip, Fenturd. 

“Yeah. I missed you too,” he managed to choke out. 

Sam shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 

“For what? You didn’ t—” 

“I—we tried. We tried so hard to get you out sooner. I’m sorry it didn’t work.” 


He paused, then pulled back. What were they talking about? Hadn’t they organized that protest for 
him? What more could he have asked from them? “It wasn’t...it wasn’t your fault. I know you 
tried.” 


Tucker shook his head. “No, dude. Like, we tried tried. We had a whole team of people—Ember, 
Frostbite. Hell, even Skulker—but nothing.” 


“Wait, hold up.” Danny tilted his head, glancing between the duo with raised eyebrows. “Skulker? 
How did—how did you get Skulker? And, and Ember?” 


“You remember that time last winter that Ember came over to listen to that band’s new album? 
“Cause she couldn’t do that in the Ghost Zone?” 


“Yeah...she...oh, she almost got...right? The Guys in White almost got her then?” 
“Right, and you remember who came to save the day?” 


“Um...it was...it was...” Danny ran his fingers through his hair. That day was fuzzy. He 
remembered that Ember came over, and they were listening to the album up on the roof of the 
Nasty Burger while eating some fries some drunk teenager handed him in the parking lot. But then, 
a net came out of nowhere and grabbed Ember. 


And after that, everything was blank, as if someone had burned a hole in the middle of his memory. 
“Skulker, I guess?” 


Tucker nodded, his face contorting into an expression that Danny couldn’t read. “Skulker came. 
He’d been watching Ember the whole time. Didn’t want her crossing over by herself, I guess.” He 
grinned. “Though, if you ask me, I’d say he has a crush on—” 


“Ugh, Tucker! Gross! Don’t even joke about that!” Sam scowled. 
“Right, you keep thinking that!” 

“No, we’re not having this conversation again!” 

“Sure, Sam...” 


Danny blinked, head turning between them. For the first time ever, he was on the outside of their 
bantering. 


It felt...odd. 


“Point is,” Sam continued. “Ember almost got kidnapped, and neither of us were there to help you 
guys. And they had the whole building surrounded in no time, mind you. But Skulker of all ghosts 
actually showed up, blew up the Guys in White’s van engines, freed Ember, and got you both away 
from there.” 


“Oh. Whoa.” 
“Yeah, whoa. So when he heard you were taken, he actually came to us wanting to help.” 


Danny’s fingers twitched. He started to raise his arm, but then, thinking better of it, lowered his 
fingers down to run along the carpet. His movements were rigid, and when he spoke, his voice was 
tight. “And what did...him and Frostbite...what did they think they could do? Find me? Break me— 
break me out? And then what?” 


Their silence, as well as the blanket of unease that had settled over the group, was all Danny 
needed as a response. 


His shoulders sagged. “You couldn’t...there was no way. I tried, and that didn’t...it doesn’t matter.” 
Danny felt a hand drape his shoulder, and he looked up to see Sam’s eyes fixated on him. 


“Tt does matter, Danny. You matter to us. And we would have never forgiven ourselves if we 
didn’t try to get you out, even if it was impossible. You’re our friend, and we care about you.” 


“Yeah.” He broke eye contact. “I’m sorry. I put you through so much and J—I didn’t think. You 
guys didn’t know. I mean...what—what do you guys know now? Has—has Jazz told you anything? 


About what happened in...in there?” 


“Uh...” Tucker started. His gaze flickered over to Sam. “I mean...Jazz told us some stuff. Other 
stuff I think we were able to infer. Like uh...your...you know...” 


Danny could feel the looming presence of his wheelchair and walker next to his bed. And 
apparently, so could Sam and Tucker, because suddenly their eyes were flickering between Danny 
and his wheelchair, and he could see the inevitable question on their lips. 


Maybe they wouldn’t ask. But then again, if they did, would it really matter if they knew? They 
were his best friends, and friends were supposed to tell each other these things. 


Hell, they’d been there for the portal, they were there during all the time’s he’d been bitten or 
stabbed by all sorts of unsavory characters. 


Maybe it would be okay. 
He took a deep breath. “That’s what happened when I tried to escape.” 


Tucker froze, and Sam ripped her arm off his shoulder and brought it to her mouth, her eyes 
growing in size by the second. 


“Holy shit, dude,” Tucker breathed. 


Danny lowered his head. This was a mistake. He shouldn’t have told them. They were only going 
to pity him more than they already did. 


“Tt’s fine, I’m pretty over it at this point. It’s... wanna play Doomed instead?” 
“Oh...Danny...” 

“How did—I mean, what did they—” 

“J—I can’t remember when it happened,” Danny said. 


This was a disaster. He was going to have to tell them now, which is something his therapist would 
be proud of because that would mean he was being open and honest with his loved ones. So he 
should be fine telling them, right? This shouldn’t be a big deal. 


He just had to power through this. “Everything kind of...blurred together at some point. But a guard 
—the guy who gave me dinner—he opened the door and I had this...this protocol...” He was fine. 
He could do this. 


“What was the protocol?” Sam asked. 


“Um it was...it’s not important.” He remembered it too well. Stand in the back of the cell, against 
the wall, facing the agent. Refuse and be punished. “But there was a...he—the guard would shut 
the window and unlock the door. And in that—that moment, when he opened the...the door and I 
push—pushed him. I pushed him down. He fell, and I ran.” 


“Oh no...” 
“Tt was stupid.” 


“Danny, no it wasn’t.” 


Sam went to wrap her arm around him again, but he shrugged her off, turning his head away from 
her. 


“T wasn’t thinking. He still had his...communi...communication device in his ear. So when I turned 
down the—the hallway, he told...told...uh...it was over. I was—was ambushed before I knew it. 
Electrocuted. Dragged to a room with Operative...the head operative, and he had a metal...a metal 
bat I think, and it was over.” 


“And they left you like that? Just beat you to the point of paralysis and then left you to rot?” 
“Sam,” Tucker hissed. 


“No, that’s—that can’t be legal! That’s torture! They can’t do that, even if you are half-ghost. 
They can’t do that!” 


He frowned. “I mean, was it really a secret? What did you—did you think? When you saw me in 
the hospital?” 


“T don’t know.” Tucker said. “Obviously we knew something happened. It felt like every time we 
talked to Jazz, you were in the operating room undergoing another surgery, or you were recovering 
from a surgery. So we knew something happened.” 


“And my speech. It’s not...not the same.” 


There was another awkward silence, before Sam said, “We didn’t wanna ask. But it seems better. 
Than the last time we saw you, I mean.” 


“Tt’s fine.” Danny shrugged. This was exhausting. “They think I...I, uh fell asleep on a 
concussion...at some point. It wouldn’t...surprise me.” 


“Tt was that bad,” Tucker said. 


“Tt...” Danny’s voice trailed off. He had been ready to deny it, but the proof was right in front of 
them. 


They were his best friends. He needed to trust them. 


Sam and Tucker were silent, probably processing everything that was happening. How all their 
worst fears about life inside a secret government anti-ghost compound were likely coming true. 
Danny could see the last of their denial leaving their face. They’d tried their best to find him, even 
going to Danny’s enemies like Skulker for help, with nothing but speculation to go off of, and for 
what? 


He’d already talked about the paralysis incident with his parents in therapy extensively . Not 
willingly, of course, but it was something he had to do before they would release him, and he’d 
really wanted to be released so he could get access to his core back. 


Lot of good that did him now. He was home and still sans powers. 


He thought back to that day. The therapist had already told his parents what happened—to prepare 
them, she’d told Danny—but that didn’t matter. They both started crying the minute Danny started 
the story. 


It was funny how time worked. That therapy session seemed like it happened months ago. 


But even then, there were things he didn’t talk about, like how for the next few days he lay in his 
cell, surrounded by a pool of his ectoplasm, passing out and waking up so often that he didn’t know 
how much time had passed. He remembered the chilling feeling as he realized that no one was 
coming to help him, that he really might die there. And then he remembered when the click of the 
door finally sounded, revealing two operatives who stood there, ordering him to “get up, ghost.” 
But he couldn’t stand up, they knew he couldn’t do it. 


They had taken their time with him that day, mocking him. He was weak, pathetic, disgusting. 


“You really thought your little Houdini act would work, ghost? I know you lot are stupid, but that’s 
Just sad.” 


“Hah, are you gonna cry, ghost? Are you crying for Mommy and Daddy right now?” 


He remembered that morning, and he so desperately wished he didn’t, because when the operatives 
were finished having their fun with him, they punished him for not following orders. 


For not standing up. 
Danny frowned. He still hadn’t told anyone about that. He couldn’t... 


Oh, right. Sam and Tucker were still here, still living with microscopic breadcrumbs of knowledge 
of Danny’s reality. 


What was the question again? 
Danny glanced up at Tucker. “Don’t you have homework?” 
“Nah,” Tucker said, waving him off. “Lancer was nice to us today.” 


Danny stared at Tucker, his lips twitching upward in some poor attempt to grin, just like the old 
times. “You’re such a—a shit liar. You know?” 


“Must be a new ghost power. Nobody can see through my charming gaze.” 


Danny snorted, his mind wandering to last night. He thought this would be so easy last night, but 
he hadn’t exactly been in his right mind then. He was happy and full of bliss, but it was all a lie. 


Last night, he thought that telling them wouldn’t be so hard. Hell, they had seen him bloody and 
beaten more times than he could count. Just because this time it was done by the government, and 
not one of his ghostly foes... 


But now the drugs had worn off, and reality was hitting him like a ton of bricks. 


He knew he could tell them about some things. He could tell them about how the Guys in White 
would strap him down in a tube chamber, testing different chemicals on him to see how his body 
would react. He could tell them about how one day they surrounded him with blood blossoms to 
try to harness the electricity from the flowers and use it for energy. 


Danny was almost thankful that one was a dead end. It turned out his ectoplasm was more 
powerful than the blood blossom electricity. 


But there were some things he still couldn’t say. Like the time he was strapped to a table, conscious 
—though barely—and taunted with metal knives and other sharp objects. He couldn’t tell them 
about how just minutes later, the knives were brought to his skin and he had to lie there helpless 


and watch the ectoplasm trickle down his chest and pool around his sides, dripping off the table 
and splashing against the tiled floor. How the room started blurring and then, before he knew it, he 
was forced into consciousness by the feeling of fire and the sight of green-stained gloves inside his 
body, groping around for his core. 


And just how violated he felt. Like the last of his innocence had been stolen from him right along 
with the chunk of his core they extracted. And that was the real reason why he wasn’t allowed 
access to his ghost core, because it was scarred and damaged now just like the rest of his body. 


Ugh, he was stupid for inviting them here. He couldn’t tell them what they wanted to know. 


This wasn’t a typical ghost fight. This wasn’t a time where he needed a few stitches in his arm, 
some Advil, water, and a good night’s sleep to heal. 


This was permanent. 


And then there was another matter entirely, the one with the red bag. And the sight of it, the smell, 
and the taste and— 


“Earth to Commander Fenton! Do you copy?” 


Danny’s head jerked up, and he realized where he was again: in his room, tense, with two 
concerned faces hovering over him. 


He forced his shoulders to relax. “Yeah—yeah, sorry. Just, the timeline...weird.” 


Sam gave him an encouraging smile. “I know it’s a lot, but we’re here for you. We’ll stay as long 
as you need, homework be damned.” 


“Puck homework,” Tucker agreed. 

“Yeah.” Danny sighed. 

Reality sucked. 
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“Danny, how did they get you?” Sam asked. 

“What do you mean?” 

“When they kidnapped you. I mean, what even happened?” 


“They ambushed my house. You know—I heard it made the news—and...they dragged me away. 
Into the van.” 


“We, uh...saw some footage of that. Videos people took. You know,” Tucker said. 


Danny pretended not to hear that. “My parents tried to fight them, but they pinned them down. Shot 
a bullet in the floor next to...to my dad. I couldn’t...fight back. Couldn’t fight back. So they put the 
inhibitors on me and that was it, I was done.” 


“Damn.” 


“Yeah, I mean, it wasn’t all bad...” 


Sam wiped her eyes. “That’s bullshit and you know it.” 


That almost sounded like their confrontation before Danny was admitted to inpatient, before Dash 
caught him in the middle of a breakdown and got Lancer involved. 


“T was in my cell most of the time.” 


In the darkness, with the smell of ectoplasm and the red bag permeating the air, cold and shaking, 
constantly fighting against his body’s pain receptors or the clawing hunger in his stomach. 


“And the rest of the time?” 
Danny shrugged. “It depended. Most of it wasn’t...wasn’t horrible. They didn’t do much.” 
Tucker raised his eyebrows. 


“T mean...” Danny shifted. He needed to give them something, or else they were just going to 
accuse him of lying again. “I...uh, how do I say this...at first, they mainly just wanted to understand 
ghost—ghost biology. You know? Typical stuff. And they had other—uh, lower level...ghosts to 
compare me with. Tested my ectoplasm against theirs. They realized my ectoplasm was 
more...potent. Because my body is more dense than an—an average ghost. I don’t know. But they 
would have me flat on a table...and there would be a—uh...they would take some. I would just lie 
there and they’d have a tube in my arm. It was...boring.” 


“And then?” 


“T tried to escape...and things changed. They got worse. I don’t remember most of it, but they made 
me...I wasn’t—I couldn’t eat anymore. I could barely move, and one of my arms was busted. I 
couldn’t eat, so they would...granola bars, and...it—it was red, like one for, you know—and 
it...they...and...” 


“There’s a good dog,” Operative O’s voice hissed in his ear. “See, was that so hard?” 


Danny’s throat burned. He felt something trickle down his cheeks. Was it ectoplasm? Tears? Bile? 
He didn’t know. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. 


It was too hot in here. But he was so cold. 


“T’m only doing my job. If you were a better trained dog, we wouldn’t have to do this, now would 
we? It’s not my fault we’re in this position. Don’t you get it?” 


‘what was red?” 
Danny flinched, startled. “Huh?” 
“The red thing?” Tucker asked. “With the granola bars?” 


“Granola bars?” Danny breathed. “I don’t...[ don’t remember. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I 
brought that up. It’s not...[ don’t remember why they brought the bag in. It was probably just to 
collect samples. For storage. I don’t know, I’m sorry.” 


Sam and Tucker exchanged a look with each other. Another silent conversation. 
“Everything is jumbled. I don’t remember most of it.” 


“Tt’s okay.” Sam plastered an obviously fake smile on her face. “We can do something else if you 


want?” 

Danny looked down at his hand. It was shaking. 

“You up for some Doomed? Or think you’re too rusty to take us dweebs on?” 
“Yeah,” Danny forced out. “Doomed sounds great. Let’s...let’s do that.” 


He was fine, after all. Reality sucked but he was here and alive and with his friends who cared 
about him very much. He could play Doomed with them. It was his favorite game, right? 


So why did he feel like there was a wall in between them? 


They could hear the yelling as soon as they stepped out of the elevator. 
“Oh dear,” Maddie said, hesitating beside Danny. “I hope everything’s alright.” 


Danny hummed in response and focused on the voices. Stretching his sensitive hearing, past the 
muffled babble, he was able to pick out one distinct word. 


“...Ghost...” 

“T think we should wait out here,’ Maddie said. “At least until it’s calmed down in there.” 
Danny pushed himself forward. Had he heard wrong? 

No, that was impossible. He knew what he heard. 

“I’m sure it’s fine,” he said, trying to ignore the way his stomach squirmed. 

Ghost. 

“Danny, I’m not sure...” 


“All I have to do is sign in, anyways.” Danny pushed himself closer to the door. The voices were 
getting louder on the other side. He could pick out more words now from the muffled yelling. 


“..unsafe...vicious...” 
“Tt’s not like we have to—to hang around the lobby.” 
“Wait, I don’t think—” 


But Danny had stopped listening. His hand was already on the door handle, his heart was already 
thumping in his chest, and his head was already swimming with pain from his chest and back and 
everything else going on. 


“T thought you were running a professional clinic here!” the woman’s voice on the other side 
cried out. 


There, that was all he needed to rip open the door to the lobby, where he immediately locked eyes 
with the owner of the raised voice. 


The woman narrowed her eyes at him. “My daughter came here to heal. I can’t sit quietly while I 
know she’s here with that—that thing putting her safety at risk!” 


Whatever Danny was about to say, whatever half-baked plan he had constructed in the corners of 
his curiosity vanished in an instant. He looked up at the woman twice his height, her finger 
extended out to him, scorn etched on her features, and Danny shut down. 


That thing, his brain echoed. He was just a thing. Just some piece of trash kicked off the sidewalk 
into the street where cars could run over him. 


He used to be something back before he stupidly outed himself on national television. Someone 
admired by most in the town. A ghost, sure, but a ghost with a purpose. 


But not anymore. 

The therapist swiftly moved between them. “Danny,” she said gently. “Please wait out—” 

That thing. 

He wasn’t human. Hell, he wasn’t even a ghost. What was he? What right did he have to be here? 


“How dare you,” came his mother’s voice from behind him. “That is my son you’ re talking about. 
How dare you imply—” 


“And you, what the hell were you thinking? Enrolling your science experiment in—” 
“He is a child!” 
No. No he wasn’t. 


Danny felt someone push him away from the raised voices, but he couldn’t see where they were 
going. All he could see was the expression the woman had on her face. 


Disgust. 

Repulsion. 

Fear. 

That was it. She was afraid of him, wasn’t she? 


Maybe...maybe Operative O was right. Maybe all those days being tested and tortured were for 
something. Maybe they were all right back in the compound. 


Maybe he was just a rabid dog. 


A door closed behind him, and one part of his brain played the sound of his cell doors shutting in 
the Guys in White facility—that soft click bouncing off the walls of his mind—while the other part 
of his brain reminded him that he wasn’t there he was outside the compound where the government 
couldn’t get him, but then that was a lie too because he would never escape them, not really. 


There was a therapist in front of him now. She was talking to him, Danny was sure of it. He could 
see her lips moving and he could hear a voice in the room but he couldn’t understand what she was 
saying. The words didn’t make sense together. It was just noise, just like everything else. It didn’t 
matter. It was noise. 


His core thrummed in his chest, and he could feel the prickles of intangibility dance along his 
fingertips. More than anything, his core wanted to escape. To get away. Fly out the window and 
soar through the sky. Who cares if anyone saw him? It wasn’t like his leaving the hospital was a 


secret any longer. By tonight, the woman from the lobby would be all over the news, telling the 
story of how she only narrowly escaped the sharp claws of that rabid animal known as Danny 
Phantom. The disgusting, vile ghost masquerading as a human teen. How horrid that he’d managed 
to infiltrate a PHP program to prey on the defenseless, traumatized teens. 


Everyone was going to know about him now. 
Nothing mattered. 


The therapist moved in closer to him, her lips still moving. He made eye contact with her, and she 
nodded encouragingly. But it didn’t matter. 


There was no more hiding. No more running away. 
Danny Phantom was back. 
He was a monster. 


“There’s a good dog.” 
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Click. 


“Danny Fenton Phantom was spotted today exiting from the Fenton Ghost Assault Vehicle at the 
Kaufman Health Center, a recovery center specializing in adolescent mental health and trauma—” 


Click. 


“—what I want to know is what the hell happened here? Okay? Because in this video I see a kid 
who can’t walk, who’s looking around like he’s terrified someone’s going to come get him, and 
you’re sitting here telling me that this is Danny Phantom? This kid? So what happened inside—”’ 


Click. 


“was released from his inpatient stay at the Amity Park Psychiatric Center just this week. 
Though it is unclear at this time if we’ll see him soaring through the skies again anytime soon, 
sources say he is recovering quickly—” 


Click. 


“no, Dave, I agree that something’s not right here. If you ask me, he’s gotta be a ticking time 
bomb—” 


Click. 
“—a ghost or a human? That’s the question we'll be discussing tonight—” 
Click. 


“—while what happened during his time within the government’s Ghost Investigation Ward is still 
unknown, one thing is for certain: Danny Phantom has a long way to go if he wants to get back to 
his former glory.” 


Click. 
The screen went black. 
“You shouldn’t be watching stuff like that,” Jazz said from behind him. 


Danny stared blankly at his lap, not even bothering to turn around and face Jazz’s disappointed 
gaze. His therapist had told him—had told his parents—that Danny should avoid the news for a 
while. In her office, Danny found it too easy to comply because he was only just beginning to 
jigsaw together the broken pieces of his life, so why the hell should he care about the news? 


But now it was different. It was unavoidable. The media had been tipped off that Danny Phantom 
had returned to modern society—somewhat—and that he was attending a PHP program, and now 
any brief semblance of anonymity he had was gone. 


Just like that. 


“Twitter’s worse,” he muttered. 


Jazz sighed and came around the sofa, sinking into the cushions next to Danny. Her hair was up in 
a messy bun with strands sticking out like gravity didn’t exist. She pulled the sleeves down on her 
oversized hoodie and wrapped her arms around her legs. 


There was a long pause, and for a moment, Danny prepared himself for a Jazz-style lecture about 
teenage psychology and how he needed to listen to his therapist because she was the expert here, 
not him, but instead all she gave was a small “I know.” 


His stomach turned, and in a moment of vulnerability, he uttered, “I think the worst part is...they’re 
right.” 


“Danny—” 


for Jazz to butt in, but she didn’t. “It was so much—so much easier to ignore. Back then. Because 
they were wrong. I—I knew they were wrong. I wasn’t...a ghost. I was a halfa. They were...they 
were looking at me like a full ghost, you know? And...the theories were wrong. They didn’t 
know...” 


“Some of the things they said were pretty ridiculous, I remember that.” 


“Right?” Danny twisted around to face Jazz. “It was obvious to us, but they didn’t know! They 
sounded crazy!” 


Jazz looked at him with an uncertain gaze. “You realize that they still sound crazy, right? All the 
people talking about you?” 


“No...you don’t get it. The theories are updated, and they know—they know I’m Phantom. Don’t 
you get it? Everything they’re saying...it’s all based in truth.” 


Her expression turned pained. “Danny, stop.” 
“But ’'m right.” 


“Danny just—come on, think about it for a second! The public hasn’t seen you in months, 
everything they’re going off of is based on rumors!” 


“They saw me this morning, didn’t they?” Danny gestured at the television. 


Jazz scoffed. “And you’re really going to take their word over mine? Because of a five-second 
video of you going into a building?” 


A headache was building in his skull. Jazz was trying to guilt him, wasn’t she? But he knew the 
truth. 


The public didn’t need much more than the short video of him going from the GAV to the 
building, because there wasn’t much else to the legendary Danny Phantom anymore. Everything in 
that video...that’s all he was now. 


Just a traumatized teen going to a health center. 
“T don’t want to talk about this anymore.” 


“Danny—” 


“No, ’m—I’m...” He pressed his hand to his forehead. “I’m tired.” 
“Me too.” 


Her voice was so quiet, so defeated . Danny couldn’t remember a time where Jazz ever sounded 
like this. 


He was selfish, wasn’t he? He had spent all this time so caught up in his problems and his anxieties 
that he never thought about what Jazz was going through. They had talked, but not really. 


A wave of guilt swept through Danny because he was such a selfish and awful brother who didn’t 
ever think to check in with his sister despite everything she had done for him and she deserved so 
much better than him. 


His throat felt tight. “I know. I’m sorry.” 
“Hey, cut it out,” she said, slapping his arm playfully. 


He tensed and immediately felt his face heat up in embarrassment. He kept his eyes trained down 
to his lap, not wanting to see if Jazz noticed his reaction. 


“Tt’s not your fault, Danny.” 


Danny didn’t know what she was referring to. Even so, she was probably wrong. “You shouldn’t 
have to deal with this.” 


“With what, spending quality time with my little brother?” 
“Sure.” 


“Well...” She yawned. “See? I’m too tired to do any more homework. Guess I’m forced to chill 
here on the couch with you. Woe is me and all.” 


He rolled his eyes. “The horror.” 
“T know, you should pity me.” 
“Maybe you should take a nap.” 


“Why do that when they’re showing reruns of “The Bachelor’ on TV right now?” Jazz plucked the 
remote from Danny’s fingers. 


“Oh god.” A grin began to creep on Danny’s lips. “I get back from—from being abducted by the 
government...and you want to torture me with trash television?” 


“Yup {22 
“Unbelievable.” 


Jazz shot him a playful smile. “Well, your options are either ‘The Bachelor’ or you could always 
find Dad and let him blather on about ghosts for three hours. Choice is yours!” 


“And become the victim of his—his latest invention? You drive a hard bargain.” 


The depressive fog was beginning to lift in the room, and it was as if Danny could see clearly for 
the first time. Here he was, joking around on the couch with Jazz, just like before. There was 


nothing holding him down. He didn’t need to stand up and walk anywhere, his chest was 
surprisingly calm for once, and his brain felt clear and calm. 


This was what he’d always wanted, right? To sit here with his sister, watching mindless television 
and joking about whatever was on their minds. 


This was what he’d dreamt of nearly every night in the Guys in White compound. 
He was safe. 
Right? 


“Ugh, I don’t know why she got so far into the season,” Jazz said, her eyes glued onto the screen. 
“She was awful.” 


Danny watched as a brunette on the screen threw her purse at another girl and stormed out of the 
scene cursing. “The producers probably...they made her stay.” 


“Oh yeah, no doubt. She was crazy. There’s no way Kevin actually liked her.” 
“T mean, it is reality TV. It’s not—not actually real.” 
Kind of like how this isn’t real, huh, Fentino? 


Danny gripped his shirt. No, his brain needed to shut up right now. This was real. He was safe and 
the government was nowhere near him and they couldn’t touch him because the courts had made 
sure of it. 


“Well, she was annoying either way. I know they like to keep someone on there every season to 
make drama but ugh, she was just the worst. Like, look!” 


“This whole show is the worst though. I can’t...believe you’re make—making me watch this.” 
“Well, there’s always those packets Lancer left you!” Jazz said in a singsong voice. 


Danny couldn’t hide his disgust. He flopped back against the cushions. “Ugh, don’t even joke 
about that.” 


She took one look at him and laughed, her voice light like a stone skipping over a pond. It was a 
bright and cheerful sound, one that reminded him of the time he tried to attempt duplication in front 
of Jazz, resulting in an extra arm sticking out of his torso. 


Danny stared mesmerized at his sister, watching as her smile widened across her face and her eyes 
squeezed shut, crinkling at the corners. He tried to recall if she’d laughed like this at all since his 
release from the government, but came up blank. 


Sure, they’d had moments of sibling bonding since his release, but they were all held back by 
something. Whether it be the watchful eyes of nurses or Danny’s body perpetually in recovery 
mode, there was never a moment where they could truly relax and enjoy each other’s company. 


But now he was safe. 
Well... 


His brain drifted back to the leaked video, and his mood instantly soured. His phone felt heavy in 
his pocket, and he resisted the temptation to take it out and scroll through Twitter. 


He couldn’t even imagine what people were saying. 


He was probably a joke to them now, wasn’t he? Amity Park’s hero, reduced to nothing more than 
a Shell of his former self. To go from a confident teen who would soar through the skies, protecting 
citizens from all sorts of unsavory characters to a traumatized, disabled teen who couldn’t get 
through a day without hours of therapy and needed his mom’s help to get inside of a building 
was...Wwell, if that didn’t make him a joke, what would? 


Jazz’s attention was now back on the TV screen, and Danny tried to emulate her. After all, he was 
safe and comfortable and with his sister and there was nothing else to this moment, that was all 
there was to think about. 


But then something flashed in the corner of his vision, and for a moment he hoped that his eyes 
betrayed him because it looked like a white van but that was...it couldn’t be... 


No... 
But it was. 


He glanced over to Jazz, but she was too transfixed on the screen to notice him, and he wouldn’t 
know how to get her attention anyway because his voice wasn’t working and he couldn’t even 
breathe now and he was going to die, wasn’t he? He was going to die. 


They were coming back for him. 
He was going to die. 


The van slowed to a crawl, and he desperately tried to see inside of the tinted windows but he 
couldn’t and they wouldn’t roll down their windows either so who was in the van? Was it...was 
Its, 


But it had to be him, right? Who else would come back for him? 
He tried to suck in a breath but couldn’t. His chest wasn’t working anymore. 


He blinked and the backs of his eyelids were green. Just like his cell floor and the splatters along 
his wall and his rib when he awoke to it in front of his face and oh god he was going to die, he was 
going to die, they were coming back for the rest of his core and his ectoplasm and he wasn’t going 
to survive another round of the compound he knew it he would rather die than do that but his core 
wouldn’t /et him because it needed to protect him his stupid Obsession was going to force him to 
endure whatever they threw at him in order to protect him. 


Unless they ended him first. 
Which they were probably here to do. 


He was shaking. He was distinctly aware that he was shaking and he hoped that Jazz hadn’t 
noticed him but she probably would have said something, wouldn’t she? 


Oh god. She was going to have to go through it all again too. No...he couldn’t let her...he couldn’t 
let that happen. 


He needed a plan. 


But...there was no plan. He couldn’t do anything. The only thing he was capable of was sitting here 


like some helpless dog watching the van slowly drive by his house. All he could do was wait for it 
to stop at his driveway, for the agents to jump out of the doors and surround his house, for 
Operative O to step out with that signature smirk on his face as he held up the inhibitors in one 
hand and the fucking red bag in the other hand and say with his deep, arrogant tone, “You ready 
for round two, dog?” 


But then, just when the van looked like it would stop, it sped up and turned the corner of their 
block. 


Danny blinked, staring at the empty spot where the van was just seconds ago. 
Had it really...left? 

He let out a shaky breath. And then another. 

It left. 

But it had been so close to stopping. 

Oh god. Oh no. Oh no no no. 

“Danny?” 


The room was spinning. He needed air. The lights were so bright. When he looked up, the ceiling 
was white and he kept trying to tell himself that it was a wooden ceiling but the room was spinning 
and he couldn’t see correctly and the lights were too bright. 


It was too late. His cover was blown. His hands flew up to his hair and he felt a comforting tug on 
his scalp. 


Get a grip, get a grip... 
\?? 


“Oh my god, Danny! Hey, look at me 


Danny shook his head. Or, he tried to. He didn’t know if he was able to or not, because he 
definitely couldn’ t look at Jazz right now because he was going to be sick— 


“Danny, what do you need?” 
ee 
What? 


He squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn’t think. Everything was frozen. He felt something wet on his 
face but he didn’t know what it was or where it came from and his chest was sparking to life and 
his ears were ringing and he didn’t know what to do. 


“Try to breathe.” 

Right, he needed air. 

He tried to push himself up but only succeeded in falling back onto the couch. 
“Hey, what are you—” 


Hands invaded his vision, touching his arm, and he swatted them away. 


He needed to get out. Escape. 


Something grabbed his wrist, and he yanked his arm back to his chest, his eyes snapping onto 
Jazz’s face. 


“Danny—” 
“Van!” he gasped. 
Jazz stilled. “Huh?” 


“There was...” Danny looked back out the window, half expecting to see the white van back 
outside their house. 


But there was nothing. 
Pea Van 


Why had it left? What did they come here for in the first place if not to take him back to the 
compound? 


It didn’t make sense. 
“What are you talking about?” 


“T...” He hugged his chest, looking desperately at Jazz’s confused face for even an ounce of 
understanding. 


Why did the van leave? 
“Do you need me to get Mom?” 


“No!” He was breathless. He couldn’t explain what was going on because he didn’t even know 
what was happening. Why the Guys in White decided to patrol around their street. Why they 
decided to slow down in front of their house. 


Jazz tracked his gaze to the window where a black APC News van was stopping to park across the 
street. “Danny, I know there are lots of news vans around here now, and I know it’s really 
stressful. But Mom and Dad tinted all the windows so they can’t see inside of the house, okay?” 


Danny gritted his teeth. He wanted to yell out that it wasn’t the news, it was the Guys in White, but 
his voice wasn’t working and even if it was, Jazz would just call him paranoid and insist that the 
government wasn’t there to get him again, that he was safe, even though he knew that was a lie. 


So instead, all he could force out was a tense “sorry.” 
“T know this is hard, but we can get through this together, alright?” 


He felt a hand on his shoulder, and he looked up to see her bright, trusting eyes. And, with a final 
shuddering breath, he felt the last of his adrenaline rush out of him. 


Because maybe Jazz was right. After all, this was Jazz. She was always the smart sibling, the one 
who everyone could trust. She must have been right. It had to have been just a news van. 


Maybe he really was unstable. 


“Sorry. I’m fine.” 


He was suddenly hyper aware of where he was, sitting on the living room couch with his sister, 
who was looking at him like he was a ticking time bomb—and maybe he was. Maybe that was all 
he was destined to be from now on. 


Either way, it was embarrassing. 

“Sorry, I—I’m gonna go lie down for a bit.” 

Jazz’s face almost looked relieved. Danny couldn’t blame her. 
“Sure, Danny. Do you need help getting upstairs?” 


“No.” Danny glanced over to the stairlift, grimacing. He really couldn’t get his core back quick 
enough. 


He began the arduous task of getting up to his bedroom, trying to remember the stupid grounding 
techniques that the PHP therapists were making them practice. “When you feel your brain trying to 
pull you into your trauma, remember your senses. Try to think of one thing for each of your five 
senses to bring you back to the present.” 


It was stupid. He didn’t need grounding techniques because he wouldn’t even be in this situation if 
not for the Guys in White trying to ruin his life again. 


One, touch. He could feel the loose ectoplasm beneath his fingers, the way his hands were sticky 
against the damp tile, the burning electricity they would use to punish him, the cold metal straps 
chaining him down to the examination table, the ecto-inhibitors weighing down on his neck, the 
way Operative O’s fingers trailed his chest just before the scalpel sliced through his skin, his flesh 
tearing off of his body all while he lay there, silently screaming, waiting for the pain to take him 
because he couldn’t do it anymore. 


No, that’s wrong. You’re doing this wrong. 

But how could he come back to the present when the past refused to leave him alone? 
Think, Fenturd. 

He closed his eyes and felt...his sweatpants. And... 

Two, hearing. He could hear Operative O’s deep voice— 

No. 


—and the way it would echo around the tiled rooms, the sounds of nice black shoes hitting the 
pristine floors, the squeaking of Phantom’s damp hero suit as the operatives dragged him across 
the floor, the— 


Stop. 


—machines whirring to life as they prepared to drain him of more ectoplasm every day, the 
scraping of tools against a metal table, the metal straps clicking into place each day, the slight 
squeak of the IV drop they would have to wheel into the experimentation room after Danny 
stopped being able to eat— 


STOP. 


His hand slammed the emergency brake, and the stairlift lurched to a halt. A wave of nausea swept 
over him, and he sat there at the top of the stairs, focusing on breathing if only to prevent hurling 
all over his dad’s stairlift. 


He needed to calm down. Ground himself. Be present in the moment. Do what the therapist told 
him to do. 


He could hear his heartbeat. The TV Jazz was watching. The crickets outside. 
He flipped the stairlift back on and continued forward. 


Three, sight. He could see the controls for the lift. The red emergency brake. His hands. His human 
skin. 


He ascended the last few stairs and, like a robot, rolled off the platform and pushed himself to his 
bedroom. 


He could see his door. It was a wooden door, not like the metal door in the Guys in White facility. 
The metal door smeared with green ectoplasm—he got punished for that one—with a sickening 
pool of ectoplasm right in front of it from Danny’s attempts at eating the meals they would bring to 
him every evening. He could see the cameras in the corners of his cell, always pointing down 
towards him as a constant reminder that he was always being watched. He could see the granola 
bars on the other side of his cell mocking him, the tube Operative O would show off before he 
would shove it down Danny’s throat—for being an insolent, disrespectful creature, of course—the 
scalpel glistening under the bright lights, ectoplasm speckled on it like jewels. 


He could see his bed. His window. His rug. 


His nightstand, which he knew if he opened the drawers he would see pens, batteries, his phone 
charger, and a bottle of oxycodone. 


Danny pulled himself onto his bed, pointedly turning his head to face his wall. He could see all the 
cracks in the wall. When he first got out of the hospital, he used to spend hours tracing the cracks. 
It was the only thing that would help distract him from all the pain. 


He ran a hand along the rough surface, but to his disappointment, the magical distracting aura of 
the wall had vanished, leaving behind nothing but a broken surface. 


Four, smell. Ectoplasm. Nothing but ectoplasm. Burnt battery acid with a hint of lime. Disgusting, 
revolting, inhuman. On his skin, in his hair, under his nails, everywhere. 


The smell of Clorox in the hallway, the distinct rotting of his cell, the red bag... 


He covered his face with his hands. He was doing this exercise all wrong, he knew he was, but for 
some reason he needed to do it this way. He wanted to forget, but there was another part of him 
that almost needed to relive what happened as if to punish him for existing. It was an ugly, 
revolting part of him that he loathed right down to his core but it just wouldn’t shut up. 


He glanced over to his nightstand. 
He needed to make a decision, didn’t he? 


Five, taste. 


“So, Danny. Your mom’s been worried about you,” the therapist said, scanning her clipboard. 


Danny prodded at the stress ball in his lap. The one in the hospital had been blue, but this one was 
green. It could have looked like a ball of ectoplasm if it weren’t so dull. 


“Oh?” He feigned surprise. 
“She said you’ve been having trouble eating again.” 


He hummed, neither confirming nor denying her statement. There was no point in really 
responding anyway. This was his personal therapist, the nice blonde lady he saw three times a 
week. She knew him better than anyone at this point. If he even thought about lying, she would 
call him out. 


She tapped her clipboard with her pen. “She told me your father made hot dogs last night. Do you 
remember?” 


Danny stared down at the white carpet. It was so clean, so fresh. If it weren’t for the small grey 
diamonds patterning the material, it would have looked nearly identical to the government floors. 


This office was much brighter than the one she used in inpatient. Much cleaner, and the sofa was 
more comfortable too. Yet Danny couldn’t help but have a sudden urge to walk straight out the 
door. 


If only he could. 

“Danny?” she asked, her voice softening. 

He sighed, jabbing a finger into the stress ball. “My dad made hot dogs.” 
“Right, and do you remember what happened after he made hot dogs?” 
He wanted to forget. 


It was bad enough before, with the nurses and his parents constantly going over his meal plan and 
the stupid protein shakes. But now that everyone was at least vaguely aware that Danny may have 
had some stupid experience around food and that he may have accidentally brought that home with 
him and he might be failing to hide it from everyone close to him? 


He did not want to get put on a meal plan again. 


Maybe he could convince Tucker to pick up some Nasty Burger for them. If he ate it in front of his 
parents, surely that would get them off his back. That was a normal teen thing, right? He did that 
before everything changed. That sounded like a good plan. 


Danny glanced up at the therapist, the suggestion ready to leave his lips, but faltered. She was 
looking at him expectantly. She’d asked him a question about dinner, hadn’t she? 


“Uh...” Danny squinted at the stress ball, trying to remember the question. 


A part of his mind tried to recall what the Nasty Burger tasted like, but he couldn’t remember. It 
was good, he knew that much. He used to eat there all the time, but now he couldn’t remember. 


What if he didn’t like their food anymore? What if it smelled wrong and he couldn’t eat it? The 
Nasty Burger was a normal teen thing, so if he couldn’t eat it then that would make him abnormal 
which was the exact thing he was trying to avoid with this plan. 


This was a disaster. He knew he was going to fail at eating the Nasty Burger. Why did he think he 
could do this? He was too much of a mess of a person to even think of eating a burger. 


Not a person, remember? You’re just a— 
“T’m not,” Danny whispered. “Shut up.” 
“Yeah?” 


Danny dropped the stress ball into his lap. He squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his fists, trying 
to fight off whatever game his brain was about to play, before groaning and burying his head into 
his hands. 


“Take your time, Danny. Deep breaths.” 

Right, he needed to breathe. 

In...and out... 

In...and out... 

He was fine. 

“Are you alright?” 

Danny nodded, rocking back and forth in his chair ever so slightly. He was fine. He was fine. 


He allowed the silence in the therapist’s office to stretch a bit further, focusing on calming his 
racing heart and embracing the dark, silent parts of his mind. They were his safe havens, the parts 
of his brain that he could lock himself into to escape the ugly memories of the government facility. 


His brain felt like swimming in a hurricane with no land in sight. But every once in a while, he 
managed to spot the eye in the storm, and sometimes he could even fight the riptides just long 
enough to swim to safety. 


He was fine. 

“Tt’s stupid anyway.” 

“What is?” 

“This. Me. Everything...dinner.” 

“Why do you think it’s stupid?” 

He shook his head. “The whole thing...it’s so dumb. I don’t...” 


The therapist didn’t say anything. Vaguely, Danny could hear the click of her pen, but he couldn’t 
hear the familiar scratching of the pen on the clipboard. 


She must have been waiting for something, Danny realized. 


This was the perfect opportunity. Dinner last night had been a complete and utter disaster. He had 
already been on edge courtesy of the white van—which now he was almost positive he was such a 
paranoid idiot because it was probably just a news van—and then the next thing he knew he was 
curled up in the bathroom trying to fight off the smell of processed meat that was attacking his 


home. 


He could have told the therapist right then and there. She knew about the dissection, about the 
night he tried to escape, about the nights he’d spent locked in his dark, damp cell, shivering, 
desperately trying to cling to the memories of his family and friends because he knew—or he 
thought—that those memories were all he’d have left of them. 


And suddenly, he wanted so badly to tell her because what was worse than being ripped open and 
torn apart? What could possibly be worse than being electrocuted and dragged away from his 
family? What could be worse than hearing gunshots and not knowing for weeks after if the Guys in 
White had actually shot and killed his family? 


It was all so screwed up. He was so tired of the panic, of the pain, of the lapses in his memory and 
the freaking therapies and the chest pain that never seemed to go away. This was his life now and 
he was exhausted. 


This was the only part of his captivity that he hadn’t told her. He could end all this secrecy right 
now. She could help him. 


He looked up at her, and there she sat with her blonde, curly hair clipped back, revealing a patient 
smile paired with her signature soft, grey eyes. Her legs were crossed, and in her hands, she held 
her clipboard and pen. She was here, radiating kindness and a judgment-free environment where 
Danny was sure he could reveal exactly what the hell was going on without worrying about seeing 
that horrified face he saw from his mother or Jazz during family therapy. 


She could help him. He just had to say it. 


“T...” He took a shuddering breath, dropping his eyes back to his lap where the green stress ball 
still rested. “Um...” 


Say it. 

ip eras 

Say it. 

“Tn the...in the...” 

SAY IT. 

Why couldn’t he say it? 


He glanced up again and she was still sitting as patient as before. She was waiting for him, because 
she trusted him to tell her what was wrong, and he wouldn’t say it. 


Because he couldn’t. 
Because he was weak. 
Because Operative O did train him, just like he had promised he would. 


And worst of all, Danny had let him. He knew exactly what Operative O was trying to do, and he’d 
let it happen. He hadn’t tried to fight him off at all, and he hadn’t eaten the granola bars when 
asked. He could have easily avoided all of this, but he didn’t. Because he knew, and Operative O 


knew, that Danny deserved it. 
“T don’t know.” 


The therapist hummed in response. “Food can be just as powerful of a weapon as a knife. It can be 
used against us as a means for control. And then sometimes, we may take that trauma home with 
us. Do you feel like the Guys in White used food to control you?” 


“Of course they did,” Danny snapped. What did she think the entire meal plan was for? 
“Can you think of a time where they did this? It can be any time that jumps out to you.” 


Danny frowned, rolling the stress ball around in his lap. If he outright refused to answer, then she 
would tell his parents and they would start crying again and would threaten to send him back to 
inpatient. And after yesterday, he was already on thin ice. 


So he would have to give an answer, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. 

“They were mad that I had to use IVs,” he started. “So they tried to force feed me.” 
“That must have been really scary.” 

“Yeah...” His throat tightened, and his eyes started to burn. 

“Can you tell me about it a little?” 

No. 


“Uhh...” He squeezed his eyes shut. “By that point, everything just hurt so much. I don’t really...I 
can’t...” 


“What was hurting?” 


He hugged his torso. “My back, mostly. My arm too. Ribs. That was before...before when they— 
with my chest, you know. I didn’t have that then. There was time in between my back and that.” 


“Right.” 


“Yeah.” He was starting to feel hazy. Things were blurring together, and he didn’t know if the 
tingles in his chest were a sign of his pain medication wearing off or if they were just a part of a 
distant memory. 


“Did the smell of the hot dogs bring you back to that place?” 
“Kinda. I don’t know. It shouldn’t have.” 
“Why do you think that?” 


Danny pressed a hand to his chest. The tingles were starting to get worse, and Danny tried to 
remember if he had taken his medication that morning. 


He had to have taken it. His mother controlled his medication, per doctor orders, and she always 
made him take it with breakfast. 


But the tingles in his chest were starting to feel like fire licking at his skin, and even when he tried 
to smother the fire with his fingers, it only seemed to grow worse. 


It didn’t matter, he would get more medication soon. He just had to grit his teeth and bear it until 
then. 


He was fine. 
“Danny, what’s on your mind?” 


Danny flinched, and once again, he was made aware that he was still sitting across from his 
therapist who seemed to have an unlimited supply of patience for his bullshit. 


He glanced up at the clock. They still had a half hour left of this session. 
“Yeah.” 


What were they talking about again? 


The phone lit up, illuminating the dark room. 


Danny wasn’t sure how long he’d been sitting on his bed, staring out the window at the stars 
speckled against the sky. It was a clear night, a full moon. It would have been perfect for a flight if 
he could. If he didn’t have this chip in his neck. 


He ignored the phone. Whoever was trying to contact him would have to wait. The night was too 
perfect, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d gazed out at the stars. 


It was so serene. If he closed his eyes, he could almost imagine he was outside, floating face up 
towards the Milky Way. But he wasn’t going to close his eyes and imagine that, because it wasn’t 
real. And he didn’t know when he would even get that opportunity again, if ever. 


And besides, if he closed his eyes, how would he look up at the stars? 
His phone went dim, leaving him once again submerged in the darkness of the night. 


The stars were too far away. Maybe if he tried, he might be able to at least drag himself onto his 
roof. 


But what if he couldn’t? Did he even want to try, knowing he was likely to fail? Would he be able 
to handle that kind of defeat? 


It was no use. He would just have to ask his parents to take the chip out in the morning. Surely they 
had safety-proofed the lab by now, hadn’t they? If they were so worried about Danny being hurt? 
It must have been a top priority for them. 


But then why hadn’t they done that during the two months Danny had been in and out of the 
hospitals? Why wait? 


Unless... 
Stop it. 


It was preposterous to think that his parents would Jie to him about this. After all, what was the 
point of keeping Phantom locked up? They knew it was hurting him to be separated from his ghost 
core for so long. Surely they were going to take the chip out as soon as possible. 


Right? 


The phone lit up again, snapping Danny out of his thoughts. Whoever was trying to contact him 
this late could certainly wait till morning. If Danny hadn’t picked up the first time, then what made 
them think he was going to answer now? 


He snatched the stupid device off his nightstand, fully intending on shutting the damn thing off, 
but froze. There, displayed perfectly on the caller ID, was the name of someone he hadn’t thought 
about in months: 


Vlad Masters 


His blood ran cold. Viad? Why him? Why now? As far as Danny knew, he’d kept his distance 
since the court case. Of course, Danny had known that he was the one financing the entire lawsuit 
—Danny wasn’t an idiot—but he assumed it was either Vlad’s attempt at either reconciling his 
own stupid guilt or, the more likely scenario, that it was Vlad’s way of making sure the Guys in 
White couldn’t keep their grimy little hands on Danny’s halfa biology. 


Either way, Danny assumed that Vlad would have enough tact to know to stay the hell away from 
him. 


But Vlad was never one to uphold unspoken boundaries, now was he? 
Danny’s finger lingered over the end call button just a moment too long. 


Although his stay with the government had changed him, his poor decision-making skills and 
teenage impulsiveness had unfortunately survived these past few months. 


Danny jabbed the answer button and whipped the phone up to his ear. 


“What do you want, Plasmius?” 
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“What do you want, Plasmius?” 

“Daniel?” came a breathy voice on the other end. “/s that really you?” 
Danny nearly dropped his phone. 

Was Vlad... concerned? About him? 

Just what the hell was going on? 


Danny opened his mouth to respond, but his breath caught in his throat. He’d seen Vlad at his 
worst, but this? 


“Tt is you, isn’t it?” 
“T, uh...yes?” 
“Well.” Vilad’s tone shifted. “You certainly made a splash in the media, didn’t you?” 


And there went any bubbling concern for the rich narcissist. Gone, squashed faster than Danny’s 
GPA after his scuffle with the portal. Really, it was silly for him to even consider that Vlad may 
have a heart under all that tailored clothing and half-dead skin. 


Well, it was good to know that this phone call was a massive waste of time. 


Danny gave a final resounding “fuck off’ before ending the call and all but throwing his phone 
onto his bed. 


It was stupid to think that Vlad cared about him anyway. Vlad, the only other half ghost in 
existence, the only other person who could even partially relate to what he was going through. 


Yeah, Danny was an idiot for thinking that maybe Vlad might listen to him. Might care. 


But, like a mosquito who got a taste for fresh blood, Vlad’s caller ID flashed on Danny’s phone 
screen again and this time Danny was just pissed off enough to rip the phone off his damn mattress 
and hiss into the speaker, “Listen, I don’t know what your problem is, but—” 


“Daniel, please. Stop your yammering for a second and listen to me.” 


Danny felt his eyes flash green. “You called me, asshole.” 


“Yes, I—okay, let me start over. I apologize for my tone before. I suppose old habits die hard. I do 
understand that you are going through a rather difficult time at the moment and certain topics are 


” 


“What do you want?” 


There was a pause on the line before Vlad’s somber voice said, “J was calling to see if you were 
alright.” 


“The Guys in White don’t—” 
“Daniel, my boy, I’m calling about you, not the pesky government.” 


Danny was about to snap back with a “Then what was the point of calling me?” followed by some 
choice words of how Vlad was a sociopath and maybe a “don’t fucking call again,” when he 
hesitated. Maybe it was the tone of Vlad’s voice, or the way he so pointedly cut Danny off when 
Danny knew that deep down Vlad did want to talk about the GiW, but something seemed off. 


“Do you...Vlad, I—I can’t leave my house.” 
“Ah, yes, I heard about your injuries. I hope you are on the mend.” 
“Right...” What the hell was Vlad’s game right now? “T don’t trust you.” 


“As I’m well aware, little badger. But we can’t always get what we want, hmm? And besides, it’s 
been a while since I’ve seen your dear old father, now hasn’t it? And Maddie, that lovely woman, I 
don’t think I’ve seen her since the court case. Of course, I was giving them space. Oh, they were so 
torn up when you were taken—we all were—but I think it’s about time we all catch up, especially 
since you’ve been doing so well.” 


Danny’s eyes narrowed once again and he had to refrain from throwing his phone at the wall. Even 
when giving Danny a coded warning, he still had to be such an ass, didn’t he? Danny knew he 
wasn’t “doing well,” but he was trying. 


“Give me one reason I should invite you over.” 


“There are a few...hmm, call them ‘loose ends’ I need to tie up with your family about the legal 
proceedings.” 


“Thought so,” Danny muttered bitterly. 


“Oh, don’t be so rash, my dear boy. I know teenagers can be impulsive, but don’t go jumping to 
conclusions quite yet. I merely wish to catch up, is all.” 


Either Vlad was stringing him along to get close to Maddie or he had some news about the GiW. 
Or, knowing Vlad, maybe it was a bit of both. 


Well, there was only one way to find out. 
“Fine. [ll tell my mom you’re—you’re dropping by tomorrow for dinner.” 
“Splendid! I simply cannot wait to see your mother—” 


“Make one creepy move...and...” 


And what? 
Phantom was incapacitated, and Fenton was in a wheelchair. What the hell was he supposed to do? 


Judging by Vlad’s dark chuckle on the other end of the line, it was likely he was thinking the same. 
“T’Il see you tomorrow, little badger. Ta ta!” 


Danny jabbed the red “end call” button and dropped his phone beside him. He allowed his head to 
fall into his hands. 


Maybe his therapy had been rubbing off on him, because Danny somehow had developed the 
notion that he was done with Vlad. He wanted nothing to do with the man, and he assumed that 
Vlad felt the same. 


But that was just his naivete talking. There were too many loose ends, too much unfinished 
business between the halfas for them to just go their separate ways. 


This could only end in disaster. 
But Danny had to see him. He had to know what Vlad wanted to discuss. 


He pushed himself off his bed and made his way downstairs, only to find the kitchen and living 
room empty. 


Great. Just perfect. His mom and dad were probably in the lab, which conveniently didn’t have a 
stairlift attached to it. 


Danny tried to ignore the implications of that as he unlocked the lab door and took a deep breath. If 
they didn’t want to let him into the lab, then they were just going to have to deal with the 
consequences. 


“MOM! DAD!” 


There was a crash followed by an expletive, and Danny allowed himself a moment to revel in his 
parents’ distress. 


“Danny! Are you okay?” His mother yelled back, her voice filled with worry. 
“Vlad’s coming for dinner tomorrow!” 


There was a pause, and then discreet muttering. Finally, Maddie shouted up the stairs, “One 
second, sweetie!” 


Danny folded his arms and leaned back in his chair, listening to the sounds of footsteps on the 
metal stairs until his mother appeared at the doorway. 


“Vlad’s coming for dinner,” Danny repeated nonchalantly. 
“Oh?” Maddie closed the lab door, studying him with a suspicious look. 


Danny stretched his arms behind his head in a brilliant moment of method acting as a bored 
teenager. “Yeah! I, uh, just got off the...phone.” 


“With Vlad?” 


“Yes?” 


“And why were you on the phone with Vlad?” 


“Uh...he...he said he was checking in. Wanted to see how I was doing,” Danny said. Judging by 
Maddie’s confused expression, Danny hadn’t sold her on Vlad’s innocent act. Time to try another 
angle. 


Danny deflated. “He saw the news and—and wanted to make sure I...was okay.” 
Even after all this time, it was amazing how easily that lie slipped out. 

“Oh, hun...” Maddie bent down to pull him into a hug. 

“So, yeah. I invited him over. Figured it was the—uh, least I could do.” 


She pulled back. “Well, it was sweet of you to do that. I know he can be a bit of a pain, but he was 
a huge help during the court case.” 


Knowing Vlad, he was only funding their legal battle so the government wouldn’t have enough 
time to research halfa biology properly. If they found out there were more halfas out there...well, 
Vlad wasn’t exactly subtle. It wouldn’t take long before the GiW connected the dots between Vlad 
and Plasmius. 


“But Danny.” Maddie’s expression turned serious. “Please don’t feel like you owe him anything. 
Vlad or not, your father and I would have done anything to get you home, okay? You and Jazz are 
the most important part of our lives. Having Vlad extend a hand was nice, but it doesn’t change 
anything, alright?” 


Danny nodded, his gaze dropping to his lap. He already knew his parents would fly to the moon 
and back if it meant bringing him home, and that was why—in another sick sense—he did owe 
Vlad. It was revolting for even him to admit, but Vlad was probably the reason why his parents 
didn’t have to sell off their livelihood to afford court fees. Vlad was the reason they were able to 
hire the best of the best lawyers so quickly and why they were able to get Danny home in a matter 
of weeks rather than months or even years. It was all thanks to Vlad fucking Masters. 


Maybe that was why Vlad wanted to come over. Maybe he didn’t want to talk about the Guys in 
White, maybe he just wanted to gloat about how much Danny owed him. 


A wave of nausea hit Danny, and he twisted his shirt in his hands. 


Vlad really was the worst. 


“You’re just rusty,” Tucker said. 


Danny blinked, realizing a second too late that his screen was flashing red. He tried to move his 
character out of the way from whatever was attacking him, but it was too late. Danny sighed and 
set the controller down next to him. 


“Don’t worry, you’ll get it back.” 


The words ‘brain damage’ flickered in his mind, but he pushed that away. Now wasn’t the time to 
get caught up in self-pity. Not with Tucker spending his free time hanging out with Danny when he 
surely had more important things he could be doing. Danny Fenton, the once prolific gaming nerd, 
now unable to get a clean hit on anyone. 


“You should be lucky Sam’s grounded,” Tucker continued. “If she were here, she’d be sweeping 
the floor with us.” 


Danny watched Tucker’s screen. His movements were far quicker than Danny remembered. Was 
Danny really that bad at video games now? Was this another thing that the GiW took from him? 


“She always...crushes us.” 


“Ha, well, that’s Sam for you. At least now we can actually make some progress on Doomed 
without being oh so rudely interrupted every two seconds.” 


Danny had to hold back from pointing out that Tucker would be the only one making progress 
because Danny was too busy being...what was it? Oh, right, rusty. 


He unlocked his phone and grimaced at the time. It was just past five. “You’ll need to leave soon.” 
“What, got a hot date tonight?” Tucker threw Danny a brow waggle and shit-eating grin. 
Danny rolled his eyes. “I don’t know if—if that’s what Id call Vlad...” 


Tucker froze, his mouth gaping open like a fish. Out of the corner of Danny’s eye, he saw Tucker’s 
screen flash red until the “game over” sign watermarked the screen. 


“Vlad?” Tucker’s alarmed expression morphed to a mix between confusion and concern. “Danny, I 
don’t wanna tell you what you should or shouldn’t be doing, but—” 


“Tt’s fine. It’s just Vlad.” 


“Yeah, but...” Tucker’s voice trailed off, and he gestured to Danny as if that were all the reasoning 
he needed to convey what a terrible idea this was. 


“T know, I know...I’m...useless—” 


“Bro, that’s not what I was gonna say! It’s just...don’t you think this is a bit too soon? And, I mean, 
come on! It’s Vlad. Why are you bothering with him? After everything he did?” 


“T mean...” Danny picked at his carpet, trying to keep his face impassive. Aloof. “He did help in 
the court case. I owe him...” 


Tucker snorted. “Yeah, okay, just skip over the part where he’s the reason he had to hire those 
lawyers in the first place.” 


Danny closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. There was a certain truth he was avoiding, 
he knew he was avoiding, which was the fact that Vlad had played an instrumental role in this mess 
from the start. 


Skulker shot Danny with a gun that messed with his powers. 
Danny transformed on TV. 

Skulker worked for Vlad in exchange for new technology. 
Danny was kidnapped by the Guys in White. 


Vlad financed his court case that granted him legal protection. 


This was so messed up. There were so many different angles, different conspiracy theories that 
Danny could gather from this that he had absolutely refused to touch upon thus far. Because he 
knew if he started diving into this mess, it would just drag him down deeper and deeper, and 
before he knew it, he would be right back where he started in inpatient. 


No. He needed to pull himself together. Don’t think about this, don’t ask questions. Just accept 
what happened. Accept that this was an accident, that Danny was terribly unlucky, that this wasn’t 
anyone’s fault except the Guys in White. 


“Sorry.” Tucker’s voice drew Danny back to reality. “Listen, ’'m sorry. I shouldn’t have—it was 
stupid of me to bring that up.” 


Danny didn’t open his eyes. “Did you...what was the case like?” 


“T, uh...” Tucker paused. “Honestly? Most of it was boring. I didn’t do much. I only actually went 
to the stand to do my character witness thing.” 


“You had to...do that?” 


“Yeah. You know, just had to tell people that you’re not a savage beast hell-bent on Earth’s 
destruction. The usual.” 


Danny felt the corners of his mouth twitch up. “Yeah. The usual.” 

“Tt was...the whole thing was televised, you know?” 

No. Danny had not known that. His parents never thought to tell him, apparently. 
Who knew what else they’d been hiding? 


The surprise must have shown on his face because Tucker swiveled around to face Danny, his eyes 
wide behind his glasses. “What? Nobody told you?” 


“No. I don’t—why?” 


Tucker shook his head. “It was high profile, dude. You being taken was all people were talking 
about. You should have seen it. Not just online too, regular media was covering it. Politicians, 
celebrities, everyone. It was crazy.” His brows creased. “Nobody told you?” 


“T...uh...”’ Danny hesitated. “I knew some things.” 

“Like what?” 

“T knew it was... / was, ah—talked about. I knew...on some level. But I didn’t think...” 
Tucker looked at him inquisitively. “That people cared that much?” 

Danny felt his cheeks heat up. “I guess.” 


“Phantom is huge. Bigger than I think any of us realized. You’re a real-life superhero, you know? 
And it turns out that under all that ghost power, you’re just a regular teen. That means something.” 


“Well, I know that now,” Danny said bitterly. “Can’t leave my house, can’t get out of my car, can’t 
breathe without cameras pointed at me.” 


“Yeah, well, better get used to it.” Tucker plucked his controller off the ground. “You’re famous 


now. Bad timing, I know, but you can’t change that.” 
“T still don’t like it.” 


“T know.” Tucker started a new game. “But the public is...look, I think people are mainly just 
curious. Even before you were revealed, Phantom was kind of an enigma. He’d appear for ghost 
fights, then disappear after. He was obviously a new ghost, but he had no problem interacting with 
humans. And then all of the sudden, Phantom’s not actually a full ghost but a human too. But 
before anyone could get answers, he disappeared.” 


Danny stared blankly at the screen, watching as he did nothing while his character died. 


“People are just confused. And I’m not saying you have to give them answers, but I think someday, 
you’re gonna have to throw them a bone, you know?” 


“T’m not a dog,” Danny hissed. He froze, his body instantly filling with regret and shame. 


If Tucker noticed his reaction, he didn’t acknowledge it. “This isn’t gonna go away anytime soon, 
you know. And you're going back to Casper High, right?” 


“Yeah. Kinda.” 
“Kinda?” 


“T, uh...” Danny rubbed the back of his neck, wondering how much he wanted to say about his 
education plan. It wasn’t that he was ashamed he wouldn’t be in a regular classroom, but... 


Why would he be ashamed? It wasn’t a big deal. So what if Danny Fenton was too fragile for the 
average school experience? Nobody would really care. 


And this was Tucker he was talking to. His best friend. Tucker wouldn’t judge him...right? 
“Tl be in the learning center.” 

“And? That’s still in the school, Danny.” 

“But it’s not—it’s not the same.” 


“Okay, so it’s not the same. You’re still gonna have to deal with everyone in our high school 
knowing who you are.” 


Danny fiddled with his controller. “It'll be fine.” 
“Yeah, just...” Tucker’s voice trailed off. 


Danny stole a glance at his friend and saw a strange expression of restraint adorning his face. 
Tucker had been Danny’s best friend since they were kids, and rarely did he ever hold back from 
Danny like this. They were Team Phantom, they did everything together. 


The conflicting emotions playing across Tucker’s face seemed so out of place that Danny nearly 
asked him what was wrong. And then the moment passed, his frown replaced by a grin that didn’t 
reach his eyes and a “Yeah, you’ll be fine!” 


Danny tried to put on a confident face as well, but it was too awkward. Too fake. Danny was sure 
that Tucker noticed, but he didn’t say anything. 


“T defeated Pariah Dark, didn’t I? High schoolers will...be easy.” 


Tucker’s smile wavered. “Right. A piece of cake.” 


Danny wasn’t sure what seeing Vlad again after so long would feel like. Would he be overcome 
with rage? Would he break down crying? Would Vlad go on one of his melodramatic tirades for 
brownie points with Maddie? 


But seeing Vlad interact with his parents again felt like someone had hit “play” on an old movie. 
With one exception. 


Vlad was still undeniably Vlad. He still spent the entire time ignoring Jazz, making passive- 
aggressive comments towards Jack, and flirting incessantly with Maddie. It almost felt like old 
times. 


Except that it wasn’t. 


Danny couldn’t help the budding resentment building every time he looked Vlad’s way. Maybe 
deep down, he did blame Vlad this whole time. Maybe some part of him wouldn’t let up on the fact 
that if it weren’t for Vlad’s faulty tech, he wouldn’t have been outed. 


Vlad wasn’t helping to diffuse the growing tension either, using every other opportunity to make 
“poor Daniel” comments and prodding about his recovery. Really, Danny didn’t know who Vlad 
was trying to fool with this act. It was ridiculous before the Guys in White, and it was even more 
ridiculous now. 


Well... 


Danny glanced over at Jack, who was enthusiastically blathering on about his latest invention to 
Vlad who—to his credit—was pretending to be enthralled by the design. It seemed that though this 
past summer had affected Danny’s father, some things would just never change. 


Danny leaned back in his chair, watching as everyone bustled around him cleaning up after dinner. 
He felt more than a little useless doing nothing, but he tried to at least bring his plate to the sink 
only to have his hand slapped away by Jazz. Logically, he knew he would only get in everyone’s 
way if he tried to help, but sitting off to the side was still mildly humiliating. 


“Forgive me for asking, Daniel, but how long will you be confined to that wheelchair?” Vlad said, 
his voice dripping with faux concern. 


Danny wanted to snap back at Vlad that he wasn’t confined to anything and that he could still take 
Vlad down right now if he wanted to, but he bit his tongue. “Not sure.” 


Maddie took over. “It wasn’t a complete break, thankfully, and with Danny’s ectoplasmic healing 
abilities, his spine’s projected to regain much of its functionality in the next few months. But even 
past that, they say he’ll probably continue to make progress for a few years so long as he follows 
his PT exercises.” 


“Ah, pity, so he won’t make a complete recovery? Such a shame.” 
Danny fought off an instinctive glare. 


“We're really not sure yet,” Maddie said. “Obviously, his biology throws a wrench in most SCI 
studies.” 


“But whatever happens, we’re still very proud of the progress he’s made, and we know how hard 
he’s been working for it!” Jack said, wrapping his arm around Danny’s shoulder. 


For once, Danny didn’t shrug him off. If only because he knew how much this outwardly display 
of father-son bonding pissed Vlad off. 


And right on queue, Vlad checked his watch. “Oh, look at the time! I really should be heading out 
now. Daniel, you must be exhausted, I have no doubt you wish to retreat to your bedroom. It was 
nice to catch up with you, and I have no doubt we’ll be meeting again very soon.” 


Jack and Maddie made a show of scrambling forward and insisting on showing Vlad to his car, but 
Danny couldn’t help but tense. 


Vlad hadn’t come here just for dinner. He had wanted to talk, hadn’t he? Because for whatever 
reason, they couldn’t do so over the phone? 


And now he was just leaving? 


“Ah, silly me, I nearly forgot! Daniel, Jazz, do be a dear and give us a few moments. I need to 
discuss a few legal matters with your parents before I take my leave.” 


Danny raised his eyebrow, surveying the adults. Maddie avoided eye contact, but Jack held his 
gaze. 


“It'll only take a few minutes, son.” 


“Come on, Danny,” Jazz said. She had been strangely quiet the whole dinner, but Danny didn’t 
have the mental energy to care about why. 


His gaze shifted over to Vlad, whose eyes flashed red and flickered up towards the ceiling. 
Right. Of course. 


“Okay.” Danny rolled his eyes and, like the well-behaved teenager he was, waved Vlad off with a 
“see you soon” before making his way over to the stairlift. 


The stairlift, as if it didn’t have enough flaws already, was painfully slow. Jack admitted that he 
wanted to make it faster, but Maddie insisted that it had to be slow or else Danny could get hurt. 


For once, Danny sided with his dad. 


He finally reached the top of the stairs and went to his bedroom, shutting the door behind him. He 
transferred to his bed and sat there waiting. 


Vlad would come to him, there was no doubt. All Danny had to do was sit here like a good little 
dog and wait. 


No, shut up, he wasn’t a dog. Remember? The Guys in White were wrong. They didn’t know what 
they were talking about. He wasn’t a dog. 


Sure enough, after a few more minutes of muffled talking from downstairs, Danny heard a distinct 
set of footsteps on the stairs followed by “I'll just go bid my adieu! I won’t be long, I’m sure he’s 
tired.” 


He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, counting the steps it took for Vlad to reach his door. 


Danny didn’t wait for a knock. “Come in.” 
The door opened, and Danny looked over to see Vlad’s signature smug grin. 


Vlad shut the door before waltzing across Danny’s room and stopping before his bed. He crossed 
his arms, tilted his head back, and said in a voice that was dripping with ridicule, “Well well, how 
goes the life of Amity Park’s little celebrity?” 


Danny gripped the edge of his nightstand and pushed himself to a standing position, internally 
grabbing the wisps of his core energy and directing it all to his eyes. It was exactly the impulsive, 
boneheaded move that Danny would have had no problem doing just a few months ago. But now, 
as soon as he pushed his aura through his irises, all he felt was an instant wave of regret. 


Because, although there was much of ghost culture that Danny had to learn once he became a 
ghost, the culture of hierarchy was innate. And a weak ghost like Danny vying for dominance over 
a powerful ghost like Plasmius was so stupid it was almost disrespectful. 


Vlad responded in kind, stepping forward until he loomed over Danny, allowing not only his eyes 
to flare red but his entire ghostly aura to shine out around his body. He chuckled darkly, reaching a 
hand out to Danny’s chest. 


“Know your place, little badger,” he said, shoving Danny back onto his bed. 


Despite the cushioned surface below him, Danny’s chest cried out in dissent. He grunted, fighting 
between the unhappy nerve signals and the utter embarrassment of being defeated so easily by 
Vlad. 


The amusement melted off Vlad’s face, replaced with pure contempt. 
“You idiotic, petulant child. Look at you.” 
“Shut up,” Danny whispered. 


“After everything I told you, everything I tried to teach you, you go ahead and get yourself revealed 
anyway! On felevision, no less.” 


Danny let out a bitter laugh, not caring how childish he sounded. “Oh, that’s rich coming from you, 
the—the asshole who pro—probably gave Skulker that stupid gun in the...the...” 


Vlad grabbed his arm and pulled Danny back upright. “In case it hasn’t occurred to you, 
Daniel, ‘this asshole’ is the same asshole who oh so graciously paid for all of your legal fees. If it 
weren’t for me, you would still be rotting in a government cell!” 


Danny glared at his wall. Anywhere but Vlad’s stupid face. “Like you did—did that because you 
care.” 


“No, I did that because you are an impulsive, reckless teenager who has no business having ghost 
powers in the first place! You’re a liability, little badger! And it’s up to me to clean up your mess 
so the government doesn’t endanger the rest of us!” 


Vlad threw Danny back on his bed. Fire licked his chest, but he ignored it. He struggled back into a 
seated position, muttering, “You don’t have to...worry. They didn’t—they didn’t learn anything. 
They just used me as—uh, a battery the whole time.” 


“Oh, I’m well aware of your adventures inside the facility, I assure you.” 


Danny’s eyes widened, snapping up at Vlad who had now decided his cuticles were more 
interesting than Danny. 


“Thankfully, we live in a militarized government, so they don’t much care for ectobiology the way 
dear Maddie does. But you forgot one thing.” He locked eyes with Danny. “They took a piece of 
your core, child.” 


a 


“Do you even realize how catastrophic that could have been for us? You’re lucky they’re all 
morons who wouldn’t know a good opportunity if it slapped them across the face.” 


“What are they—what did you—” 


“Oh, don’t worry, they’re only using it as a weapon’s source. Nothing more than a little nebula of 
energy, at least for now. The government can be so greedy, but you know how they love to 
escalate all too well.” 


“Shut up.” 


Vlad chuckled. “It started with just a little bit of ectoplasm, didn’t it? Just a bit here and there until 
they figured out how powerful your ectoplasm was compared to any of the weak blob ghosts they 
had lying around before, right? And so they kept taking, and taking, never caring about what it was 
doing to you, hmm?” 


Danny’s breath caught in his throat. 


“But then it wasn’t enough. They were taking too much. You were too weak, you weren’t 
behaving the way they wanted you to, you were too damaged. So they started looking for ways to 
get more power. The source was you, of course. But what is your battery? What fuels you? That 
was the question, and you already know the answer. You lived it.” Vlad’s gaze trailed down to 
Danny’s chest. “Didn’t you?” 


He felt cold. Ice cold. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was a dessert. 


Vlad’s eyes flashed red, and he hissed, “Remember that I have something you don’t: resources. 
You reveal me to Maddie, and I’ll make sure the entire world knows exactly what the great Danny 
Phantom truly is.” 


He gave one last grin before straightening up and allowing his ghostly aura to die. “Well, I must be 
going now. Do be a good boy and listen to your doctors. As nice as it’s been to have you out of my 
way for the past few months, your recovery has been rather stressful for Maddie, and she’s not 
quite the outgoing woman she used to be. Oh, and please keep in mind it’s likely that the 
government is tapping your phone, so please don’t call about anything ghost-related. Ta!” 


The door closed, followed by the sound of Vlad’s fading footsteps. Danny strained his ear, 
focusing on the muffled voices downstairs until the front door gave a resounding click and it all 
went silent. 


Vlad was gone. And Danny felt numb. 
There was a soft knock on his door. “Danny?” came Jazz’s voice. “Are you in there?” 


He couldn’t answer. He was too weak. He couldn’t even hold his own to the Box Ghost, what the 
hell was he thinking flaring his aura out to Plasmius? 


And worst of all, Vlad knew. He knew all about Danny’s time in the government facility, which 
meant there must have been a record of it somewhere because it was impossible for ghosts to get in 
or out of the facility, even through overshadowing. And even if there somehow were the possibility 
of a loophole, there was no way in hell Vlad would be stupid enough to risk his skin to observe 
Danny being tortured up close. 


So the GiW had a record. A record that Vlad had access to. Maybe Operative O took notes, maybe 
the security cameras in his cell were a little more functional than he thought they were, or maybe 
Vlad just hacked into the facility and watched Danny the whole time, which only served to drum 
up even more possibilities about security at the facility. 


Danny should be freaking out about this. And maybe he would, later. Maybe it would hit him all at 
once what his future held, how trapped he still was, that there truly was no escape from this 
constant hell. 


But for now, he just felt...so numb. 


“Danny?” Jazz tried again. “I know you’re in there. I won’t come in, but just know that I’m here if 
you want to talk about anything. Get some sleep, alright? Il see you in the morning.” 


Danny glanced out his window. There were no stars tonight, the clouds were blocking the way. 
It was almost fitting this way. Danny alone, unable to see the stars. Maybe this was meant to be. 


Maybe this was all it would ever be. 


Chapter End Notes 


And there we have it, Danny and Vlad finally met up and it went just about as well as 
you'd expect! Danny really can't catch a break, can he? 


Thanks so much to my beta @imekitty for being a saint as usual! 


And thank you all for reading! I'll see you in the next update! 
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The alarm was blaring. 


Danny recognized the noise immediately. But his eyes were still slow to open, his arms were slow 
to turn off the offending sound, and his brain was slow to recognize that the white ceiling above 
him was just his bedroom ceiling. 


His body was numb. Nothing felt real. 


He grabbed his phone off his nightstand and unlocked it. The screen was too bright, but he didn’t 
care. He’d been through worse. What was a little eye strain to him, really? 


There were text messages, but Danny ignored them. The government likely already read them first, 
so if they were important, Danny would probably have woken up back in his cell rather than his 
cozy bed. 


Ghosts like Danny didn’t get to have comfort. He was unpredictable. Dangerous. 
“You’re a feral beast.” Operative O’s deep voice rained down on him. “You need to be trained.” 


Danny opened the Twitter app only to be faced with a crushing amount of notifications and his 
name on the top of the trending list. 


He should have felt nervous. Anxiety should have gripped his stomach. But...it didn’t. 
He felt nothing. 
Numb. 


He clicked on his name and scrolled through the tweets. As he suspected, that damn video of him 
at the PHP littered his screen. 


Protests have begun to break out near the health clinic Phantom is attending. [image] 

I don’t understand, why doesn’t he just fly into the building or something? Can he not fly? 
Is phantom over? 

It’s so gross how people feel the need to harass a teenager trying to recover from trauma. 
imagine being a teen trying to get emergency mental help and then THAT walks into ur class 
What the fuck did the government do to him? 

He was numb. 


Nobody knew what really happened in there, and Danny wanted so badly to keep it that way. And 
the worst part was, he thought that if he just forgot about it, tried to move past it, then it would all 
go away. And no one would ever know. 


Except Vlad did find out. Somehow, Vlad had managed to get a hold of classified government files 
about Danny, and if what he had implied was true, then he had learned everything. 


And if Vlad knew, then... 
No. He wasn’t going to think about it. 


Danny knew from the moment he’d stupidly revealed himself that his life was not his own 
anymore. He knew that he was going to be nothing but a government possession from that moment 
till the day he died. 


He didn’t deserve to get upset over this. 


He pulled up a blank tweet and started typing. His movements were robotic. Stilted. But one slip- 

up, just one reason for the public to get suspicious, and Danny knew that some seedy corner of the 
internet would pounce on the opportunity to dig deeper into Danny’s life than he was comfortable 
with. 


Danny Phantom @ dannyphantom 
Thank you everyone for the support. I'm back home with my family and am healing. 


Before he could question what he was doing, his finger was already pressing send on the tweet. He 
watched as almost immediately, notifications popped up in his inbox. 


But he didn’t open his notifications, he didn’t look at the replies. Instead, he closed the app and 
shut his phone off. 


He didn’t care anymore. 


Maddie knocked on the door and asked him a question, and he responded with the right answer for 
her to leave. He got up and started his new morning routine of sitting in the shower for ten minutes, 
getting dressed, brushing his teeth, and heading downstairs for breakfast before leaving for six 
hours of mandatory therapy. 


He stared out the window, watching the morning traffic pass by him. He couldn’t remember if he 
shampooed his hair or if he just sat under the scalding water. But it was fine. He was just a 
government-issued robot now. Whatever. 


There were people lining the highway when Danny pulled into the PHP center. They were shouting 
different things, holding different signs, their cameras armed and ready as soon as the GAV came 
into view. The police were there, making sure no one escaped into the parking lot, and there were 
therapists waiting outside. 


They didn’t know. They had no idea what Danny had gone through, why he was there. 


And it didn’t matter. Not to them, not to Danny, not to the police or the news stations filming the 
scene or to the government or Vlad or anyone else. 


Danny wasn’t in charge of his life anymore. 
He was only here because the government had decided he could stay free. 
For now. 


The therapists escorted him into the building. Danny felt hollow. Sick. 


No, he was fine. 


Maddie hugged him, told him to have a good day, that she’d be back to bring him to more therapy 
after, and Danny nodded. At least, he thought he remembered to nod. He might not have, though. 


There was a window in the lobby. A white van was parked along the street. 
The APC news van. 


Jazz was right. Danny was just being paranoid about the white van outside of their house before. 
He was so stupid. 


Even if it wasn’t a news van, what would it matter? He didn’t control his life, what would he care 
if they finished him off in some back alley? What would it matter if they snuck him into their van 
and held him captive for the rest of his life in some damp containment cell? 


Stupid, stupid, stupid. 


Danny spaced out for the morning meeting. He couldn’t remember if he managed to read off his 
paper for the other teens. His voice wasn’t working today. His head hurt. His chest hurt. 
Everything was numb. 


They had art therapy today, run by a tall, lanky man with sandy hair and a clean-shaven face. He 
told the group to paint what they were feeling today, to channel their emotions onto their blank 
sheets of paper. 


But Danny felt nothing. He had nothing to give. 


He must have stared at his paper for too long, because the therapist tried to talk to him, ask him if 
he was alright, if he was having trouble with the exercise. 


Danny didn’t respond, instead choosing to pick up the green paint and squeeze some of it directly 
onto his paper, rules be damned. It was too dark, so he grabbed the white paint and smeared it into 
the green. The color still wasn’t right, but Danny didn’t know enough about art to make it right, so 
he just kept spreading green across his paper. A dash of yellow, then some white, more green. 


Time was up. His paper was green. 
“Good job, Danny. What do you think?” the therapist asked. 


Danny stared at the paper, studying the streaks of yellow within the brush strokes. “It’s not the 
right shade of ectoplasm.” 


The day continued with more emotion-managing lessons and group activities but Danny didn’t 
care and nobody could understand that. He was done with this, he was tired, it didn’t matter. 


It was lunchtime, and Danny had no appetite. It felt like he had just eaten breakfast. His stomach 
was still full, but he had a sandwich sitting in front of him that he needed to eat or else they would 
tell his parents. 


Danny held the sandwich between his fingers. It looked like sandpaper. 
He didn’t want to eat it. 


The therapist was looking at him. She was probably talking to him too, asking him questions about 
his day. But Danny ignored her. After all, didn’t he need to eat this lunch? How could he possibly 


eat and talk at the same time? 

The teens were talking around him, but Danny blocked them all out too. 
They were noisy. 

It was like they weren’t even there. 

Danny wasn’t human. He didn’t care. 

But you do care. 

He didn’t. 

He was numb. 

Eat up like a good little dog. 

I’m not a dog. 


Something inside him snapped, and he yanked on his cold core, channeling all his energy to his 
fingertips. His fingers tingled out of the tangible field, and the sandwich fell to the table. 


“Whoa!” The blonde girl jumped, her eyes trained on Danny’s transparent skin. 
“Danny?” 


There was an audience. Danny had forgotten about them. His core faltered, and the power faded 
from his fingertips. 


He should have felt embarrassed by this emotional display. He should have felt horrified that he’d 
allowed himself to act so inhuman and disgusting in front of these innocent bystanders. 


But he was still numb. 
“Sorry,” he said. “I was bored.” 
“That was sick!” the brunette boy chimed in. “You can do that on command?” 


“Usually.” Danny’s gaze flickered over to the therapist, who was giving him a strange look. He 
turned his attention back to the fallen sandwich. 


Maybe he would get kicked out of the program for this. For being too dangerous. That would 
probably be for the better. Then he could go free into the world. No more schedule, no more 
therapy, no more dissecting his emotions or talking about his trauma. 


Who cared about his trauma, anyway? Certainly not him. 


“So you still have your ghost powers, then?” the blonde girl asked. “People were saying online that 
you lost them. The government took them or whatever.” 


Danny brought his hand up to his face, willing his fingers to fade to invisibility. “They’re locked. 
But...L..they’re there. I'll get them back.” 


He would get them back. He needed them. 


Especially now. 


Which was how he found himself sitting quietly outside his mother’s door. Waiting. He should 
have knocked probably, but he didn’t. Couldn’t. He didn’t know why, he knew he should just go 
back to his room, go to sleep, stop bothering his parents about this, but he needed his core back. 


His mom would understand. She was a ghost biology expert, right? She would get why he needed 
his core back now. 


He raised his fist to knock, but he must have already knocked before because the door opened, 
revealing his mother dressed in teal pajamas on the other side. 


“Danny?” She frowned, her brows pulling cautiously above her eyes. “What are you doing up, 
sweetie? Everything alright?” 


“T, uh—” His voice was scratchy. He broke eye contact, staring down at his lap. “My—my core.” 
“Something wrong?” 

He licked his lips, his mouth dry. “I need it back.” 

“Sweetheart,” she said in a patient tone. “We talked about this.” 

“No. you talked.” 

She sighed. “Danny, it’s nearly eleven. Can’t this wait till morning?” 

“No. No. I need it.” 


“T told you, hun, your core and body need time to heal properly first before we make any drastic 
changes to your physiology. Just give it a few more weeks, alright?” 


“Weeks?” Danny’s voice rose in alarm. 
“T promise it'll be all worth it.” 
Static rang in his ears, and a steel claw clutched at his stomach. 


His mom didn’t understand. Why would she? She was human. Humans would never get it. She 
didn’t understand. 


“No, I can’t...” 
“Danny, you need to trust me. Your body needs to rest.” 
“You don’t understand.” 


She regarded him for a moment before opening her door fully. “Why don’t you come in and we 
can talk, then. You can tell me why this is so important to you.” 


Danny peered inside the door, at the surprisingly average-looking bedroom before him. He could 
go in, tell his mother just how wrong he felt cut off from his core, how he was being blackmailed 
by Vlad, how there was a distinct record of every detail of what the Guys in White had done to 
him, how he had never felt so defenseless, so vulnerable in his life. 


But he wouldn’t, and he knew he couldn’t. There was no way he could put it all into words. He 
was a ghost, she was a human. He couldn’t explain this to her. 


Skulker and Vlad may have forced his revelation, but they gave him more secrets than he could 
ever have dreamt of handling. 


Danny turned away. “It’s fine. Good night.” 

“Hun...” 

“Night, Mom.” 

There was a tense silence before Maddie finally relented. “I love you, Danny.” 
“You too,” he said reflexively. The words tasted sour on his tongue. 


She didn’t understand. If she truly loved him, she would give him his core back right now, but she 
didn’t. 


No, he was just being paranoid. This was just his Obsession talking. He didn’t need his core, he 
was just as much human as he was ghost. So what if he had to be a little more human for the next 
few weeks? Isn’t that what he’d always wanted? 


To just be a regular human? 


Maybe that was what his mother wanted. Maybe that was why she was postponing removing the 
chip. Maybe she was too afraid to see her son as a monster. A ghost. 


But that was crazy. She loved him. 
She was telling the truth. 


His parents accepted him. 


“You seem quiet today.” 


Danny leaned back against the sofa, his arms crossed and his eyes looking anywhere but at the 
blonde figure sitting before him. The stress ball sat untouched on the table next to him. 


He didn’t feel like doing therapy today. He didn’t want to talk. 

His mom was human, his therapist was human. No one was going to get it. 
“What’s on your mind, Danny?” 

“Nothing. I’m fine.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yes. 


He was fine. There was nothing to talk about. Even if there were things to talk about—and there 
weren’t, this was all just his Obsession going haywire—it wouldn’t matter anyway because he was 
defenseless and the government was going to kidnap him again. It was only a matter of time. 


“You finished your first week with the PHP group today, right? How has that been going?” 


“Fine.” 


“Can you tell me about some of the activities you’ ve been doing?” 
“T don’t know.” 


She sat there for a moment, as if giving him time to elaborate. But Danny wasn’t going to 
elaborate. He didn’t feel like talking today. 


He looked out the window. The leaves had changed color, the ripe greens fading to yellows, 
oranges, and reds. In another few weeks, the ground would be littered with fallen leaves. 


Summer had barely just begun when he was dragged from his house, drugged, and locked away. 
And yet, even though his entire world had come to a halt, time still moved on. 


The clatter of the therapist’s clipboard falling on a side table jolted Danny out of his musing. He 
flinched, his eyes snapping over to see the therapist rising from her chair. 


She stretched her arms behind her back and walked over to the closet. “You know what? It’s been a 
long day. Wanna play a game?” 


“Um...are we allowed to do that?” 


“T don’t see why not.” She grabbed a box out of the closet and placed it down in the center of the 
room. 


Danny peered at it in confusion. “Jenga? Of—of all the games out there, you’re really gonna make 
me...make me get on the floor for Jenga?” 


“Oh, come on, it’s fun.” 


“You must throw some wild parties,” he remarked, rolling his eyes. Nonetheless, he slid off the 
couch and slowly scooched himself towards the middle of the room. As long as he didn’t have to 
explain why he was two seconds away from ripping his own core out of his chest, he would go 
along with whatever game she threw at him. 


The therapist carefully tipped the box upside down, sliding the lid up to reveal a tower of multi- 
colored wooden tiles jigsawed together. 


“So here’s our marvelous tower,” she said. “You can reach that alright?” 
“Yeah.” 


“So normal Jenga rules. We switch off trying to remove a piece without causing the tower to 
collapse. Except, for this game, after you remove a piece, you’re going to pick a card from this 
stack—” She pointed to a deck of large cards set up next to the Jenga tower. “—and then answer 
the question on the card that’s the same color. So if I take a purple tile out, I'll answer the purple 
question on the card. Got it?” 


Danny glanced between the cards and his therapist’s eager face. He was fairly certain Jenga never 
involved a set of cards before. 


Maybe he’d forgotten the rules. It wouldn’t have been the first time his brain had betrayed him. 
“Am I being quizzed?” 


“Don’t worry.” She pushed up the sleeves of her blue cardigan. “They’re just basic therapy 
questions. Nothing too bad.” 


No. This was a trick, wasn’t it? To get him to talk? 
He wasn’t going to fall for it. “I thought we weren’t—weren’t doing that...today.” 


“The questions aren’t too deep. Honestly, I mostly just use this game as an icebreaker for new 
clients. But Jenga’s pretty fun all the same.” 


He must have still looked too suspicious, because she threw him an easy smile and went, “Here, 
Pll go first.” She carefully nudged a green tile out of the stack and drew a card. “Okay, so the 
green question on here says, ‘Describe yourself in three words.’ Well, I'd say 'm kind, I think ’'m 
rather nerdy, and I’m a bit of a cat lady.” 


That...wasn’t so bad. Maybe this would be an easy game. 


He doubted any of the questions asked him about his core. Maybe he could loosen up a bit, go 
along with this icebreaker game, if only for an hour before sinking back into his internal panic. 


“Cat lady?” he tried. 
She chuckled. “I’m surprised that’s never come up! I have two at home.” 
Right, his therapist had a life outside of therapy. Outside of his problems. 


But it wasn’t like he knew her name. At this point, it was just too embarrassing to ask. Maybe she 
had told him that she had cats, and he just couldn’t remember. Maybe he would forget it again 
tomorrow. 


Whatever. It was fine. He couldn’t care about things he didn’t remember. “Uh...” Danny pushed a 
purple tile out of the tower. “So I just pick up a—um, a card?” 


“Yup, and read the purple question.” 


Danny looked down at his card and rolled his eyes. “Oh, figures. “If you had superpowers, what 
would they be?’ Well, I’m dead. Does being dead count?” 


She laughed, her voice light and airy. “Of all the questions, huh? Okay, let’s modify this a bit. If 
you could only keep one of your powers, which would you take?” 


“Probably intangibility,” Danny said, his lack of hesitation surprising him. 
“Oh? Why?” 


“Well...” He rubbed the back of his neck. Where the chip was. “It’s the most useful, isn’t it? I can 
just...you know...I have no physical stuff in my way. I can just phase through any—anything I need. 
Or—no. Almost anything.” 


Not shields. Those could still trap him. 


Thankfully, she didn’t try to pry further, just offering him a kind nod and a “that makes sense” 
before pushing out another Jenga tile. “Blue! Alright, my question is, ‘What is your favorite feature 
about yourself?’ Hmm...that’s a bit tough, isn’t it? But I think my favorite thing about myself is my 
hair. When I was a teen, [ used to straighten my hair, but then when I got to college, I stopped 
doing that and just let it be. Now I quite like my curly hair. Okay, your turn!” 


“Okay.” Danny leaned over and pushed a red tile out of the tower. “Okay...my quest—question 
is...“What is your biggest hope for your future?’ Oh...” 


He did want to be an astronaut. But that was before, when he was still human. And then he was 
caught between thousands of volts of ecto-electricity and that future vanished right before his eyes. 


What did he want to do with his life? What did he hope would happen? 


He wanted his core back. He couldn’t let himself be so vulnerable for much longer. His chest felt 
like it was tearing itself apart, he needed to— 


Breathe. And answer the question. 

What did he hope for his future? 

“T don’t know. My future’s kinda...ruined, isn’t it?” 
“Try to think on a smaller scale.” 


“T...” Danny ran a hand through his hair. He wanted his core back, he wanted to be Phantom, he 
wanted to protect Amity Park. But he couldn’t say that. It made him sound too ghostly. Too 
inhuman. 


Humans didn’t have these kinds of otherworldly desires. She would think he was a freak if he told 
her. She wouldn’t know how to react. 


“T want to finish PT.” 
“That’s a good goal to have.” 
“Your turn.” 


Humming, she nudged a tile out of the Jenga tower and flipped over a card. “Okay, my question is, 
‘What is something you were worried about when you were younger?’ Let me think...oh, here’s 
one. When I was young, my older sister moved out to live with her boyfriend. It was really scary 
because I had never lived without her, but we kept in touch and everything turned out okay.” 


“T haven’t either. Lived away from Jazz I mean. Like—like for real. But she’s going to college next 
—next semester. I think she, uh...deferred a semester.” 


“And you know, it’s common to feel worried about a sibling moving out. Periods of transition in 
life can be the most stressful for us, but it’s important to recognize that things will be okay.” 


Danny looked down at the carpet. “I guess.” 


Some days it felt like Jazz was the only one truly on his side. He was a lab rat, too well known and 
too hated to ever have a future, forever condemned to a vicious cycle of evading people like the 
Guys in White and Vlad for the rest of his life. Jazz was leaving him in a few months, his friends 
would follow in a few years, and in the end, Danny would be alone. 


But he was fine with that. He’d accepted it. It was just his life now, there was nothing to say about 
it. 


“Tt’s my turn, isn’t it?” 
“Yup! Go right ahead.” 


Danny removed another tile. ““‘How do you think others view you and why?’” He paused, throwing 
the therapist a bitter look. “This is rigged.” 


“Not rigged, that’s just a very lucky pick.” 

“Lucky to who?” Danny groaned. 

What was with the universe finding new ways to torment him? 
“Humor me,” the therapist said patiently. 


Danny glared at his card, tapping his fingers against the edge. It wasn’t like the public opinion of 
him was exactly a secret, but it still hurt. Constantly. Like some scab he kept telling himself to 
ignore, but ignoring it was impossible because the public would never leave him alone. 


“Not good,” Danny muttered. “People hate me.” 


“Being in the public eye is very stressful for anyone, but to be unique in your way adds on an 
entirely different layer. People are afraid of the things they don’t understand, and that makes them 
forget that at the end of the day, you’re still a person.” 


“Yeah.” Danny’s eyes were trained on the colorful tower before him, which was starting to blur as 
the prickling behind his eyes increased. He ducked his head and blinked, hoping to save face 
before it was too late. 


“That doesn’t mean everyone feels this way, though. But sometimes it can feel that way to you 
because the ones who are the most afraid, the most hateful, are the loudest voices in the crowd. But 
remember, Danny, you won that court case for a reason. You have more people on your side than 
you think.” 


“IT won it for now, you mean. I don’t... don’t think...” His voice failed, and he pressed his 
fingernails into his palms. He took a few shaky breaths. “Sorry.” 


“Tt’s okay, Danny. Why don’t we talk about the case for a minute?” 


Tucker’s words echoed in his head, how it was televised. How millions of people all around the 
globe probably tuned in for it, or watched streams online, each person with their own opinion of 
him. 


But he didn’t want to think about that right now. 

“No,” he said. “Can we—can we just continue the game?” 

“If you’re not ready to talk about it, then that’s okay. Thank you for letting me know.” 
“Tt’s your turn.” 


“Alright.” She pushed a block out of the tower. “So...alright, my question is, “What memory do you 
treasure the most?’ To that, I think fishing with my dad as a child. He was a big support for me 
when I was growing up, and I really valued our times fishing together as important bonding 
moments for us.” 


Danny nodded politely, trying his best to not appear like he was counting down the seconds until 
therapy was over. 


He could feel his emotions building inside him, threatening to topple the carefully constructed dam 
guarding his secrets. This was such a simple game, these were such simple questions, so why did 
he feel like he was failing? 


He pushed out a Jenga tile—a red tile—from the tower and grabbed a card, scanning the questions 
until he found the red one. 


What are you afraid of? 


The words echoed back to him, and he pushed the card away. He didn’t want to look at it, he didn’t 
want to read those words or hear her voice because saying the question would mean he would have 
to talk and he only agreed to this stupid game to get out of talking. 


There was so much he was afraid of that he had no right to be afraid of. Because he deserved this. 
Getting revealed was his fault, he was being reckless. He deserved all of it. 


The experiments with the Guys in White. The pain, the way his skin was torn apart. How they 
threw him in a vat of ectoplasm the next day to heal, and how the ectoplasm entering his lungs 
made him feel like he was drowning because even though ghosts didn’t need to breathe, he still 
used those organs reflexively as Phantom. But he was in too much pain and his brain was too hazy 
to fight back. He could only sink into the darkness. 


The red bag. The way it tasted, smelled, how it haunted him every day and how he revisited those 
moments every night in his dreams. How he would wake up each day and the drawer on his 
nightstand would be shimmering in the morning sun, as if tempting him to open it up, grab the 
bottle inside, let it help just for one day. It can take the edge off, he can be functional. Who cares if 
he’s cheating? It’s just for a day... 


The public. The people. Their judgments, their words. How he was, on a molecular level, so vastly 
different from them. How he could never be the same. He would never have a normal life, he could 
never have a normal job, a normal family, normal friendships, ever again. There would always be 
something there, something alien between them. 


Even between him and his best friends. There was just something... different ever since the portal 
accident. It had brought them closer together, sure, but in other ways it had also driven an invisible 
wedge between them. Because Danny would always have his powers, he would always be a half 
ghost, and there would always be things now that Sam and Tucker would never understand. 


How much would change now? Now that he was in the public eye, now that he’d gone through 
government torture? Now that his brain didn’t work the same? 


And his core. His humanity. Why were his parents so apprehensive about it? 
What are you afraid of? 


Why wouldn’t his parents let him down into the lab? What were they hiding? They said his core 
was damaged, but it had been months since he was ripped open. His surgical damage had healed, 
his broken bones were back to normal, and even though his nerve endings in his chest and spine 
were still fried, they had been slowly mending themselves too. 


Ectoplasm healed faster than human physiology. His core should have been fine by now. 
What was the truth? 

“They accept me,” Danny said automatically. 

“Who does?” 


Who accepted him? 


Sam and Tucker did. 
His family... 

Did they? 

“T don’t know.” 


“You have people in your corner, Danny. Your parents, your sister, your close friends. They all 
care about you. We’re all here for you, even if those loud voices in the public tell you otherwise.” 


But if they cared... 

“Then why won’t they let me have my core back?” 

“Your core?” 

“My powers. My ghostliness. Ectoplasm.” Danny let his eyes flair to emphasize his point. 


If his therapist was scared of his otherworldly display, she didn’t show it. Instead, she continued to 
look at him with her neutral expression, free of the judgment he’d come to expect from people 
since the accident. 


And for some reason he couldn’t explain, that irritated him. 
“You mean the inhibitor chip?” she asked. 


“Yes. They told me it was because my core...it was damaged but—but it doesn’t make sense! It 
doesn’t...” 


“Have you talked to them about this?” 


Of course he had. They kept repeating that his core was damaged. And they were probably right— 
for a time, at the very least. But that was months ago. 


Why hadn’t they scanned his core recently? Shouldn’t they be happy to learn it was healed? 
Shouldn’t that make them relieved? 


What were they afraid of? 
What are you afraid of? 


“Do you think it would be helpful if I talked to your mother about this?” asked the therapist. “As a 
way to introduce the topic? She likely doesn’t know how much it’s bothering you.” 


But that didn’t make sense either because Danny brought his core up every day. His parents knew 
how much it was bothering him. They had to have known, right? 


So why were they doing this to him? 
What were they hiding? 


What are you afraid of? 


Danny tried to remember a time where walking from his living room to his kitchen didn’t require a 


list of steps to be taken beforehand—a time where he could just get up and walk. But those 
memories were far too distant now. 


And besides, this was his reality now. A reality where something as simple as walking made his 
head spin. 


He shouldn’t dwell on the memories of how easy it used to be for him, he shouldn’t have snapped 
at Jazz for getting a cup of water for him because he knew the glasses were too high to reach from 
his wheelchair, he shouldn’t allow this irrational anger to overtake him every time the creeping 
anxiety of his future as Amity Park’s ghost hero came into question. 


He just needed to focus on where he was now. Curled up on his couch avoiding his parents. 


Everything felt wrong this morning when he woke up. For a moment, he had managed to convince 
himself that he was just being paranoid. That it was just his damaged nerve endings freaking out as 
normal. That once he took his medication, his problems would go away. 


But they didn’t. He still felt wrong. His chest still felt wrong. 


It was manifesting in other ways too. He couldn’t walk as long today at PT. His physical therapist 
told him it was just a bad day and that his body was probably just tired from his busy week. But 
Danny knew that wasn’t right. 


It had nothing to do with him being tired. He wasn’t sick. He wasn’t anxious. 
His core was the problem. His parents were the problem. 


He tried asking about his core again on the way home from PT, using conversation techniques he 
went over with his therapist at the end of their last appointment, but Maddie just brushed him off. 
Said they would talk about it later. 


But then later came and...she didn’t. 


Danny tried asking his father, but he brushed Danny off too. Said Danny needed to focus on 
healing first. 


But how was he supposed to heal when he was missing half of himself? 


He felt wrong. So wrong. His body was too bound by gravity, it was too empty, it wasn’t listening 
to him. 


He pressed his palms into his forehead. His hands were clammy. Shaking. Speckles of cold 
touched them—or was that his tears? Was he crying? 


No. 


He pressed the heel of his hands into his eyes. What was wrong with him? Why was he acting this 
way? 


The government had him in a cage. They tormented him in ways he would rather die than live 
through again. But then it ended, and he was freed. He was allowed to go home, he could live his 
life as a legal person again. 


Except, he wasn’t free. Not at all. He was still trapped here in Amity, in his house, in his body. He 
had no control. Not over what he ate, when he slept, where he went, what he could say, what he 


could think. 
Half of him was still locked up tight with no hope of escape. 


His water glass was empty. It would have been too embarrassing to ask someone to help him, but 
he was so thirsty and dehydrated and he just really needed this to work. He needed his body to 
respond to him. For one moment, please, just let his body respond. 


Gripping the water cup in one hand and his walker in the other, he tried to stand, to walk over to the 
kitchen sink. But balancing everything was so difficult, his body was still fatigued from PT, and he 
knew he wasn’t going to be able to do it but he just needed to try. 


But he couldn’t do it in the end. The cup slipped out of his hand and tumbled onto the carpet, 
thankfully saved from shattering on impact by some last shred of luck the universe decided to pity 
him with. 


And now Danny too was on the floor because he couldn’t bend down to pick the cup back up like a 
normal person, and he didn’t want to call for help, and he couldn’t use any of his powers, and he 
felt so trapped. So helpless. So vulnerable. 


He tried to swallow the lump in his throat, but it was too stubborn and he was too useless. 
A tear splattered against his hand, and he gripped the floor, his body trembling. 

“Stop crying. Stop it.” he hissed. 

He was weak. 


Plasmius, once nearly his equal, had so severely overpowered him the other night. It was 
embarrassing. On the hierarchy of ghosts, where was he now? At the bottom with the blob ghosts? 


But those ghosts could still fly. They could still turn intangible. Things that Danny couldn’t even 
do. 


Hell, he was so weak that even the Box Ghost could defeat him now. 
“Stop crying.” 


He crawled back to the couch, the thought of getting water abandoned on the floor along with the 
last semblance of his dignity. Another tear fell from his cheek, and he desperately tried to ignore it, 
ignore his dry throat, ignore the pain in his chest, ignore his core and the Y-scar on his body and 
his new place in the ghost hierarchy as lower than dirt, ignore everything. Just focus on getting 
back to the couch. Shut down, go numb. 


He was fine, he was okay. 


He just needed to push through this. Just toughen up, quit whining. Life wasn’t fair. So what if he 
was now just a regular human? Hadn’t he been human for the first fourteen years of his life? He 
needed to suck it up. 


Dragging himself back onto the safety of the couch cushions, he pulled one of Jazz’s throw 
blankets around his body and pressed a pillow into his face. 


Never in his life had he been so tempted to scream, to curse, to finally let the last brick fall and 
allow hell to break loose. But his parents were in the basement, Jazz was upstairs, and he was fine. 


He was fine. 
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Muffled voices pulled him from the comfort of unconsciousness, shaking his mind awake despite 
his feeble attempts to brush them off. For a moment, he thought about trying to tell the voices to 
keep it down, but that would have been too much effort, and he was so comfortable in this blanket 
and pillow... 


...the voices rose in volume, this time gaining clarity, shape. Almost words. Close, but not quite. 
Not yet. Danny wasn’t ready. Five more minutes, he was so tired... 


“.. Danny...” 
Wait. 
What was that? 


His eyes fluttered open, and he immediately took stock of his unfamiliar surroundings. He 
was...not in his bedroom. He was in his living room, on the couch where he must have fallen asleep 
after his almost mental breakdown over a glass of water. 


How embarrassing. Danny hoped that no one spotted the water glass on the rug. Or, if they had, 
they hadn’t thought anything about it. Hadn’t figured out that it was on the floor because Danny 
tried to get water from the sink without using his wheelchair. 


Maybe they wouldn’t connect the dots. Honestly, the thought of seeing that pitying expression on 
their faces as they watched him fail to do a stupidly simple task made him want to fall into a coma. 


Oh well. He was awake now. Might as well go get something to eat to make his family and 
therapists proud. 


Just as he was about to toss the blanket off his body, Jazz’s quiet voice sounded from the kitchen. 


“You can’t keep the truth from him forever.” 

“We can, at least for now,” his dad said. 

“Tt’s not going to work.” 

Danny froze, the last of his fatigue zapped from his brain. 

What truth? What were they talking about? What was going on in there? 


He debated standing up and announcing his presence, but the blossoming sense of dread in his gut 
kept him still. 


Whatever was going on, he had a sinking feeling that it was about him. 
His mother spoke up. “We have to. It’s for his own safety.” 

“It’s wrong,” Jazz countered. “It’s wrong to keep secrets like this.” 

“IT know, Jazz. But if we told Danny, he...” 

His eyes widened, his breath catching in his throat. 

Tell him what? 


“Jazz, you have to understand. With Danny in the position that he’s in right now, there are just 
certain limitations that we need in this house in order to stay on top of his recovery,” Jack 
explained. 


“But cutting him off from his core?” 


It was as if he were punched in the gut. He clenched the blanket, balling the edges in his fists. His 
instincts were screaming at him to jump up and demand the truth, but he buried that part of him 
back down inside his mind. 


They would never tell him. They didn’t trust him enough. He wasn’t human enough. 


But they always trusted Jazz. They favored her. She was the ideal child with her perfect grades, 
perfect ambitions, perfect brain. 


Even if they wouldn’t tell him, of course they would tell her. 

“We have to do it, honey. We have no choice,” Maddie said. 

“You see how he’s reacting to this though, right? He’s not himself.” 

“We know, but it’s what needs to be done. He can’t be given access to his core, not right now.” 
Why though, Dad? Tell me why... 

“This is cruel,” Jazz said. 


There was a brief pause, each second like a knife in Danny’s chest. He wanted so badly to snap, but 
he forced himself to stay still. To stay silent. 


To listen. 


There was a sigh, and Maddie broke the silence. “You have no idea how much it hurts us to see 
him like this. We know it isn’t right to keep a ghost from its core but...at the school that day. Jazz, 
I’ve never seen him like that. And it terrified me.” 


Danny felt his blood drain from his face. His body turned ice cold. 


He knew what they were talking about, and he assumed that that day was a distant memory in the 
past, something that would never be talked about again. And yet, here his parents were, digging up 
the most humiliating moment in Danny’s life, throwing it at his face like a weapon of why he 
couldn’t possibly be allowed his ghost half, why he needed to be shut off from himself. 


“He’s come a long way since then.” 
“Not long enough.” 


They didn’t know. They didn’t understand what it was like. They weren’t there, they weren’t the 
ones who were cut open, who were beaten, who spent all day in and out looking at white walls, 
white floors, white suits, white ceilings, white equipment. 


He hadn’t been himself that day at the school. He’d just come home from the hospital, he was 
coming off of a cocktail of heavy pain medication, he was physically exhausted from the PT and 
mentally exhausted from everything else. 


Okay, so he snapped in the locker room. He’d been pushed back into school, pushed into being 
around people, pushed into acting normal, like nothing was wrong, and the world was warping 
around him and he just fell apart. He freaked out, he broke a mirror, Dash and Kwan found him, 
and he paid the consequences for it. 


“T don’t think he’d do that again.” 
“You don’t know that, Jazz.” 
“But his Obsession—” 


“Tt’s protection. Phantom will make him do whatever it can in order to protect itself. Even if that 
means...” 


It. 

The word echoed in Danny’s head. 
You’re an it. 

Something inside him cracked. 


His vision glazed over, and suddenly the two students in Casper he’d hoped to never cross paths 
with again were standing over him, approaching cautiously, as if he were a wounded animal. 


“Give me the glass, Danny,” Dash had said. “ You don’t need it. Just give it to me, I'll hang onto it 
for you. I'll keep it safe.” 


He looked down, and blood trickled through his fingers, splattering onto the white tile. 
It was red. Why was it red? 


Crack. 


Maddie’s voice faded back into his consciousness. “We just can’t risk it.” 


“So what, your genius idea is to keep lying to him about why you won’t take the chip out? Feed 
him some bullshit excuse about the lab? Danny’s a human but he’s also a ghost! You can’t keep 
him from his core and expect him to turn out okay!” 


“We know that.” 

“No, you clearly don’t!” 

“Keep your voice down, hun. He’s asleep.” 

“Then stop lying to him. Tell him the real reason why you won’t give him Phantom back.” 
Danny couldn’t breathe. 


His parents. The people who had gone to court for him, who fought so hard to get him home, who 
assured him that they’d go to the moon and back if it meant keeping him safe. 


He trusted them. 
And they...they just... 
Crack. 


“You know we can’t do that,” his father said. “You said it yourself, Danny’s just as much human 
as he is ghost. Ghosts don’t have the capacity to think rationally about something like that.” 


They just... 

“Kwan, get Lancer.” 

He didn’t understand. Why were those two here? 
“Please, give me the mirror, Danny.” 


No, they didn’t get it. He needed this. This was the only thing he could do, it was the only way out. 
He couldn’t let Operative O take his body again. 


“Danny...” 


They were afraid, he realized. They thought he was going to hurt them. He was a rabid animal, 
wasn’t he? And they thought he would attack them? 


Another drop of blood splashed onto the tile. 
Crack. 
Jazz scoffed. “I cannot believe you would just—” 


“He’s fragile, Jazz!’ Maddie protested. “Whatever happened in the government facility changed 
him. He’s not the same boy he used to be, something inside him is fundamentally different now. 
Frankly, we have no idea how that has affected his Obsession.” 


His head spun. 


They lied to him. 


“What, so the better option is to just cut him off from his core altogether and force him to play 
human all day? Great plan, Mom.” 


“If that’s what we need to do to keep him safe, then yes, that is the better option.” 


The mirror shattered, the pieces raining down, echoing as they bounced against the tiles. He 
watched with unfocused eyes as everything around him crumbled. 


His heart pounded in his ears, drowning out the arguing voices in the kitchen. He fell to the floor 
and clutched a broken shard. 


He needed...he needed to... 

Protect. 

Danny saw red. 

His lips moved before he could stop them. “I thought you’d accepted me.” 
The argument from the kitchen came to a screeching halt. 

“Danny! I didn’t—” 

“No!” Danny pushed himself to a seated position. 


They kept him from his core on purpose. 


His parents, after all those painstaking hours in family therapy, all that talk about how they were a 
team and how they needed to work together, had lied to him. 


They weren’t a team. They had never been a team. Danny was just... 

He was just a ghost to them. 

An irrational, stupid, ectoplasmic creature. 

They scrambled from the kitchen, moving into the living room with fear strewn across their faces. 
They hate ghosts. You know this, Fenturd. They hate you. 

“We do accept you, Danno. We love you.” 

They didn’t love him. 

“We were just trying to protect you. Please understand, Danny,” Maddie begged. 

They’re scared of you. They don’t know what it means to protect. They’re lying. 

“Danny, you need to understand—” 


“SHUT UP!” Danny gripped his hair with his hands, covering his ears to quiet the hurricane of 
emotions devastating his mind. “Shut up, shut up!” 


He didn’t know whether to laugh, scream, or cry. After all this talk, his parents had never accepted 
him as a ghost at all. 


“Tm so sorry, son,” Jack said. 


“T can’t—I can’t!” Danny spat out. He had a thousand different responses swirling through his 
brain, so many things he wanted to say, but he couldn’t. His brain wasn’t working, his voice wasn’t 
working, and everything he saw was painted in blood. 


They lied to him. 
“ ‘I—you—’ * 


“Danny, you need to breathe,” Jazz said, but Danny could recognize that tone. That was the same 
voice she used when trying to calm down the neighbor’s hyperactive dog that had a bad habit of 
finding ways out of its fence. 


Danny ripped his head out of his arms, swiveling up to meet the concerned gazes of his family. 
“Shut up! I’m not a fucking dog!” 


“Danny, I never—” 


“Stop treating me like a fucking animal! I’m not—I’m not!” Danny attempted to grip the coffee 
table to push himself up, but he only succeeded in falling back onto the couch. He cursed and 
blinked away the mist that clouded his vision because he was not crying right now. His parents did 
not get to see that. 


Maddie jumped forward. “Careful!” 

“No, shut the fuck up!” Danny yelled. “You don’t get to—to be concerned! You don’t get that!” 
Maddie stepped back, looking as if someone slapped her across the face. 

“Danny, please, calm down,” Jack tried. 


If anything, the red lining in his vision only deepened. “‘No! I won’t, and you don’t—don’t—ah!” 
Danny hit his forehead with his hand, frustration clawing at his throat. 


There was so much he wanted to say, but he physically couldn’t get it out. He couldn’t stand, he 
couldn’t talk, he could only sit here drowning in rage. 


His body was betraying him. 


His parents could fix this right now if they wanted to. They could take him down to the lab, 
remove the chip, give Danny any semblance of freedom back. They could do that. 


But they stood there doing nothing. 
They like you like this. Helpless. Grounded. Easy to control. 
“You lied to me! You knew—you fucking—my core isn’t even damaged, is it?” 


Jack wrapped his arm around Maddie, who hadn’t even bothered to wipe away the tears that had 
spilled on her cheeks. 


Because of him. 
They hate you. 


“Ts it?” Danny pressed, but he didn’t need a response. He knew the answer. He knew the truth. 


It was written all over his parents’ faces. 
“Was my core ever damaged? At all?” 
“Tt was, but—” 


Danny shook his head in disbelief. “Cores are self-re—self-regenerating. I—I knew that. [knew 
that! It—it was healed before I left the hospital, right?” 


His parents refused to meet his eyes. 


“You lied to me. All this time, and—and you...you just...” Danny tried to stand up again, but 
failed. “I’m so fucking sick of this!” 


“Danny, please understand. We only did it because we needed to protect you.” 


“ Protect me?” He let out a sardonic laugh. “You thought—you seriously thought you were—you 
were fucking protecting me? Do you not...even see? I can’t—I can’t even fucking stand up! I can’t 
stand! I can’t do anything! And you thought you were protecting me? Are you serious?” 


Jack’s lips thinned. “Danny, do you not realize how close we were to losing you? And I don’t 
mean to the government. You blasted a school mirror and then tried to use one of the pieces to kill 
yourself! I mean, come on, son!” 


Danny lurched back, stunned. “I wasn’t trying to kill myself!” 


“Then what were you trying to do, huh?” Jack shouted back. “Because not even a few hours after 
we dropped you off back at school, we get a call from Mr. Lancer saying a few students found you 
in the locker room threatening suicide because you thought you were back with the government! 
What do you expect us to think, Danny? We’re your parents.” 


“Shut up!” Danny squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out the flashes of memory that threatened 
to surface. 


“Jack—” 

“No, Maddie—” 

They hate you. 

His throat burned. “Shut up!” 


It wasn’t fair. His parents weren’t being fair. That incident—that was a fluke. An anomaly. And 
yet they were punishing Danny for something that happened weeks ago, before he went through 
the painstaking ordeal of inpatient and psychiatry and the PHP and the whole other host of 
therapies he’d been forced into. 


“What was the point in sending me to—to inpatient then? If you were just going to keep treating 
me like a stupid animal?” 


“Danny, we’re not treating you like an animal.” 
“You sure as hell got me caged up like one!” 


“Don’t talk to your mother that way!” 


“Jack, honey—” 

“Everyone, please calm down!” 
“Stay out of this, Jazz!” 
“Danny, I think—” 

“T don’t care what you think!” 

“Guys—” 

“IT NEED MY CORE!” Danny screamed, the sob finally tearing its way out of his throat. 


His family fell into a deafening silence, and Danny could feel their stares as ugly sobs overtook 
him, ripping down any semblance of an emotional wall he’d managed to construct over these 
weeks. 


His tears boiled on his skin, and he dug his hands in his hair in a desperate attempt to ground 
himself. But it didn’t matter, his body shook uncontrollably, his emotions burning through his 
throat leaving him gasping for air. 


All while his parents stood there ten feet away from him. Frozen, unwilling to approach. Because 
he was a halfa, a monster, broken, unstable, trapped, feared. He was the demon that parents warned 
their children about, the thing that his parents had dedicated their careers to developing weapons 
against, a creature so dangerous that the government had funded an entire group to research and 
exterminate. 


And up until two months ago, it was legal for him to be vivisected, to be experimented on, to be 
tortured to the point of paralysis. 


He rocked back and forth, struggling to piece himself back together. And when he could make it 
through a shuddering breath without breaking down again, all he could do was croak out, “Why... 
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His parents remained unmoving, faces pale, arms by their sides. Tears streaked his mother’s and 
sister’s cheeks, and his father’s unblinking gaze bore down on him. 


But their silence wasn’t good enough, their sorrow and tears weren’t good enough. An invisible 
wall was growing between them with each passing second and they couldn’t even see it. 


They know. They’re doing it on purpose. They don’t care about you. 


“Why?” Danny insisted. “How could—how could you...how could you do this to me? I’m...I 
just...” 


“We had to, son,” his father said. The moonlight cast a shadow over his face. “It was for your own 
safety.” 


No. Danny was done with the lies. Done with the excuses. 
He was done. 
Flaring his eyes, he bit back, “My safety, or yours?” 


His parents flinched, and Danny couldn’t find himself to care. They’d lied to him, they’d dug their 
hole, so now they had to live in it. 


“Danny, please...” Jazz stepped forward. “Don’t do this.” 


“No! You—don’t you get it?” Danny pleaded. “I can’t—Mom, Dad, I feel like a prisoner. I’m 
trapped in my body. I can’t—I can’t live like this anymore! I can’t fucking do it! You have no 
idea...and you don’t even care!” 


“Of course we care, Danno.” 


“Then why? Tell me the truth! Please, tell me why because—” His voice broke, and his head fell 
back into his hands. “Please...tell me why...” 


Jack sighed. “It was just the decision we felt we needed to make. It wasn’t easy, it wasn’t 
something we did because we wanted to hurt you. We love you, son. And we just wanted to know 
that you were safe.” 


“We love you so much, sweetie.” 


But they were blind because he wasn’t safe. And he was never going to be safe again. There would 
always be someone out there who had power over him, who wanted to control and erase him. 


If they loved you, they would have listened. 
They’re scared of you. 


He glanced up to see Jack putting his arm around Maddie, pulling her in close. Jazz stood behind 
them, allowing their shadows to overtake her body. 


Jazz said something, but Danny wasn’t listening. He didn’t care. He was trapped and completely 
alone. There would be no protests, no online petitions, and no jury on his side. No one to rescue 
him. 


“Then give it—give me my core back.” 
Jack shook his head. “I’m sorry son. We’ ve made our decision.” 


“ll find a way,” Danny insisted. “I know some ghosts. ll get them to—to take it out. You 
can’t...you—you can’t stop me.” 


“Danny, I don’t think even Frostbite could—” 
“You don’t know that, Jazz! He could—he could do it. He would figure it out if I asked.” 


His parents exchanged a look, one reminiscent of the exasperation when Danny would tell them 
that the detention hadn’t been his fault, that he did try to do the homework assignment, that he 
would try harder next time. 


They didn’t believe him. 

“He’ll do it,” he reiterated. 

“Danny, we’re not going to let any ghosts near you right now.” 
“Like that ever worked before,” he retorted. 


There was a pregnant pause, and Danny looked away. He felt nauseous, and anxiety speared 
through his chest. 


“Please, I can’t—I can’t live like this. I can’t...” 


He knew how desperate he sounded, but for once he didn’t care. His parents were going to kill him 
by keeping his core locked up. 


Right now it was about self-preservation. If he couldn’t protect himself, it was over. 


“Graduate from the PHP program first,” Maddie finally said. “Once you’re back in school, then we 
can talk, alright? We’ll talk about...about removing the chip.” 


Danny whipped his head up, his eyes searching for any signs that she was lying, that she was going 
to pull the rug out from under him again. 


But her face betrayed nothing. 
“Graduate?” Danny breathed. “I just have to...graduate?” 


“Yes. Show us that you’re okay enough to go back to school, and you can have your ghost half 
back.” 


“T...” He tugged at his hair. “But that’s...that’s weeks...’ 
Maddie crossed her arms. “Those are my terms.” 


Time slowed, and the distance between them only seemed to grow. He knew he was already behind 
leaving the PHP center that he was almost certain there was talk of shoving him back into 
inpatient. 


But they didn’t get it. It wasn’t his fault, it was the government stalking him. It was Vlad. He had 
no choice, and he would never be able to graduate PHP. Not without his core. 


“I—but—but, Mom. I need—” 


“Son,” his dad said sharply. “I understand how difficult this is for you, but you’re not in a place 
where we can trust you right now. This is our compromise. Show us we can trust you, and you can 
have your freedom back.” 


His eyes stung, and his throat was starting to squeeze shut. 
No... 

“Do we have a deal?” 

This was impossible. 


Even if Frostbite had a way of removing the chip, Danny had no way of finding him. Not without 
Clockwork’s interference, who didn’t seem to have any interest in contacting Danny as of late. 


The thought of Clockwork left a sour taste in Danny’s mouth. He hadn’t thought of the ancient 
ghost since his nights in the government compound, his body splayed out like a rag doll, shivering 
from shock. He remembered staring into the pitch black abyss around him begging for Clockwork 
to come help him. 


But his calls were never answered. 


Danny knew Clockwork could have freed him whenever he wanted, government ghost shields be 


damned. But he didn’t. And that made him just as guilty as everyone else. 
And now Danny was alone, bound by his human physiology and his ghost hunter parents. 
He had no choice. 


“Okay. It’s—it’s a deal.” 


His body was cold, dead, with waves of trembling coming in and out in spurts. Every breath hurt, 
and he wasn’t sure if it was because of the burning in his chest, the soreness in his throat, or the 
way the alien warmth in his core seemed more overbearing than ever. 


He could feel it, the hand reaching between his ribs, gripping his core with its warm, gloved 
fingers. It was revolting, violating, how the hands invaded his body, tearing off his skin and ribs as 
if he were nothing but a rotting carcass. 


He felt dizzy. Lightheaded. He put a hand on his chest, crinkling his shirt in his fist. It was his 
core, he needed to protect it. 


But he was useless. Nothing. He was at the mercy of his parents who were all but holding a loaded 
gun to his head while telling him to trust them. Who lied to him that they accepted him, that they 
were there for him. 


That they loved him. 


He was stupid, so stupid. After all the months of hearing them enthusiastically discuss the ways 
they’d love to rip him apart, what made him think they’d love him just like that? 


Their acceptance was conditional, and their conditions were impossible for him to meet. How the 
hell did they expect him to graduate from PHP and reenter society like a normal person while they 
were drowning his core like this? Did they not see how badly he was suffocating? How much he 
was screaming, thrashing in the ocean for air, desperately trying to fight the undertow pulling him 
further and further away from his sanity? 


He wasn’t going to make it. He was going to fail, he was going to drown. He couldn’t do this. 


But there’s one way, a small voice in his head whispered. You’ve done it before and you were fine. 
It helped you. 


His eyes trailed over to his nightstand with his old model rocket sitting proudly on top. He had 
never flushed the oxycodone. 


Maybe...maybe... 
It can help you again. 


He just needed to graduate the PHP program and he would get his core back and then everything 
would be okay. He could work on his problems the right way later. The way he was supposed to 
be doing it, that he couldn’t do right now because he was still missing half of himself. 


Two weeks. That was all he needed. Just two weeks worth of medication, and then he’d be on his 
way. 


You need this. 


He pushed himself up as if he were a puppet on strings. Everything was bleak, gray-washed and 
oppressive. Nausea rolled over him in waves and a hand gripped his throat, pulling the oxygen 
from his body. 


The nightstand glowed in the moonlight, and like a moth Danny felt himself drawn closer to it. 
Tunnel vision took over, and the world morphed into a series of photos in a time lapse. Snapshot 
after snapshot flickered past his eyes until a hand—his hand—was pulling the drawer open to 
reveal an orange bottle inside. 


You’re ready. 
He couldn’t live like this anymore. 


The fear, the anxiety, his core. It was all so much easier before, back in the hospital. Back when 
the only thing he had to worry about was what constellation he was going to draw that day. Back 
before he had to face the public, his family, or Vlad. Back before he knew that the government had 
his phone tapped and was watching his every move. 


Back before he knew that his freedom was only temporary. 


He was a sitting duck, a kid trapped in no man’s land with no weapon, no armor, nothing to keep 
him alive. 


“Two weeks,” he whispered. Two weeks and then he would be okay. He would graduate from 
PHP, he would get to go back to school, he would become a regular person again. He just needed 
to get there first. 


He opened the bottle and shook out a small white pill into the palm of his hand. 

Two weeks. 

Tilting his head back, he tossed the pill into his mouth, took a sip of water, and swallowed. 
There. 


It was done. 
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the Fentons win a court case to bring him home. He recovers in the hospital, and then 
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been lying about his core still being damaged. They make a deal that if Danny can go 
back to school successfully, then they will remove the inhibitor chip. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


(Two months ago) 
He was dead. 


That was absolute. There was simply no other explanation for how he ended up in a comfortable 
bed. The Guys in White certainly would never have allowed this. 


But he was comfortable. There was no pain. What did that mean? 


Maybe they were testing different drugs on him. Seeing how he’d react. That would explain why 
his brain was so foggy, why he was so confused. They probably needed him to heal after they tore 
apart his body on the dissection table. 


That, or—the more obvious answer—he was dead. 


For a brief moment, he wondered what would even happen if a half-ghost died, but then his brain 
started hurting and the fog started singing out to him to let its warm embrace comfort him, and 
Danny would be a fool to resist that. 


And then, just as he was about to relinquish the last of his lucidity to this thick haze, he started 
hearing whispers, murmurs, beeping. That terrible, nauseating beeping sound that knifed through 
the fog and pulled him into consciousness. Voices followed, saying words around him that Danny 
couldn’t understand, but they were loud and obnoxious and Danny just wanted to go back to the fog 
—please, go back to safety. 


He didn’t want to wake up in the compound. He liked it better when he thought he was dead. 
One of the voices had gotten closer to him. But it sounded off. It was... soothing. 


But that was impossible. None of the operatives would ever talk like that. 


It must have been the drugs they were giving him. Maybe he was hallucinating. Maybe his brain 
was so starved for comfort that it was spinning it out of thin air. Maybe he was finally coming 
apart. 


He tried to groan, but something was stopping his throat from making sounds. 
The tube. Of course, they must have been force-feeding him. 


He tried to lift his arm and fight back against the tube, but he felt a hand push his arm back down. 
Fear that his only working limb would be taken from him gripped his heart, but to his surprise, the 
hand just gave him a tender squeeze. 


But there was no way that was real. 

No way. 

It had to be a lie. 

The darkness called out to him again, and Danny was happy to meet it. 

Jazz was talking to him. He could hear her voice and he could hear the individual words, but he 


couldn’t make out any sentences. It was as if his brain could only remember one word at a time. 
The fog was too thick, too oppressive. 


Her tone rose, and some part of Danny registered that she was asking him a question. But he didn’t 
know what the question was, and he was too tired to try to figure it out. It was all he could do to 
stare at her, trying not to look too blank. 


Apparently, his lack of response didn’t phase her. She paused, her smile never faltering, before she 
continued the one-sided conversation. 


Danny closed his eyes, relaxing against the mattress. Sometimes in the facility, he used to pretend 
Jazz was there keeping him company. He would never admit this to her, but he’d missed the sound 
of her voice. 


The fog was getting thicker, and it was getting harder and harder to understand even individual 
words now. 


But he liked it better this way. 


Pain. 
His world was pain. 


He tried to go back to the darkness, but it wouldn’t come when beckoned. It stayed just out of 
reach, taunting him from afar. 


But this pain shouldn’t have surprised him. He should have been used to it by now. The Guys in 
White had never been merciful. He’d just been spoiled by this brief stint in the hospital. 


Another wave of pain rolled over him, and he must have failed to keep it in because he felt a hand 
touch his forehead. He braced himself, expecting the worst, but the hand just rubbed his skin with 
a tenderness that sent panic down his spine. 


The electricity would follow, surely. 
But it didn’t. 


Confusion overtook his thoughts, lifting the fog just enough for him to remember that he wasn’t 
with the Guys in White anymore. Somehow he’d been released, and now he was in the hospital. 


His eyes fluttered open. Nurses flitted around him, keeping busy, and above him stood his parents. 
They were hazy—the fog wasn’t letting his eyes focus on them—but he saw their strained eyes and 
soft smiles. His mother had a hand extended down to him and was rubbing her thumb across his 
forehead. 


She opened her mouth and spoke to him, but her voice was coming in and out like a bad cell 
reception. But he was able to make out one word: “...surgery...” 


The pain was fading now, replaced by a dense fog that lifted his body up and carried him away. 
He stepped into the fog, allowing his mind to float elsewhere. 


He could come back later. 


“...Danny?” Jazz’s voice sounded from next to him. 


His eyes trailed over to see her looking back at him expectantly. But he couldn’t tell what she 
wanted. 


It was too hard. The fog was still too dense. 


“Yeah.” His tongue felt heavy, making it difficult to get words out. He hoped his response was 
adequate. 


Jazz’s eyes lit up, and she beamed down at him. Relief spread through him. His response must 
have been alright. 


“Yeah? That’s okay?” she asked. 


Danny hummed. Saying that one word had taken too much out of him. There was a gate on his 
throat locking his voice inside his body. 


Jazz tapped something on her phone, and music filled the quiet room, relaxing his muscles and 
filling his brain with an old comfort. 


Yes, that was right. He was here safe in this bed. He didn’t need to think about anything or feel any 
pain. There was no government, no broken bones, no scalpels, no electricity. 


He could just be free to let his thoughts melt into the darkness, into the fog. He could just be...free. 
Some days he managed to convince himself that his time with the Guys in White had all been a 
dream. A really bad, terribly detailed dream. 

But then something would happen that would send his whole world crashing down. 


Currently, it was the pain like white hot needles stabbing in his chest. It was blinding, and if it 
weren’t for the oxygen mask on Danny’s face, he was sure he wouldn’t have been able to breathe. 


The doctor was currently talking to his parents, using words that Danny could understand but he 
wished he couldn’t. Nerve damage, paralysis, therapy. 


Danny tried to imagine they were talking about some other patient in a different room. But there 
was only so much ignorance he could cling to when fire was licking his chest and torso, radiating 
throughout his body. 


But not his legs. 

Danny tried to ignore that. 

“Chest,” Danny mumbled, trying to draw the doctor’s attention. 

“What’s that, dear?” his mother asked. 

“Chest hurts.” 

There was a brief pause as his parents exchanged a glance. “Sorry, one more time, dear?” 
He licked his lips and tried again. “Chest...” 

“Oh, your chest is bothering you?” the doctor said, coming to his side. 

Danny tried to make what he hoped was a sound of approval. 


The doctor grabbed a clipboard off the table and flipped through the sheets of paper. “Huh, sheesh, 
kid. You have one heck of a metabolism.” 


His mother smoothed out the hair on his head. 
He wished she would stop. 
“Sorry, sweetie. It may take us a little bit to find the right dosage for you.” 


Danny didn’t care what they did. He just wanted this pain to stop. He wanted to go back to the fog 
where his brain could float, detached from his body. He wanted to sleep, escape to his dreams 
where nothing was wrong with him. 


Every day he woke up in the hospital, the fog was becoming less and less, and reality was starting 
to seep into his consciousness. 


He didn’t know if he could face reality. 


The adults started talking again, but the fire on Danny’s chest wasn’t going away. It was only 
burning worse with each passing minute. 


He closed his eyes, trying to block out everything and go back into the fog, but it wouldn’t 
welcome him. And the fire on his chest was unbearable, like his skin was peeling off. 


He couldn’t take it anymore. His eyes flung open, and he frantically scanned the room. But it was 
empty. 


He was alone. 


They wanted him to start physical therapy as soon as his chest allowed it. Which, due to his 


accelerated healing, was far too soon. 


The therapists and nurses were talking to him constantly. Giving him words of encouragement, 
helping him balance. Making him sit, stretch, bend over, stand. 


They told him that the majority of his recovery would happen within the first six months. They 
said his muscles were too tight, atrophied, he had too much inflammation in his spine. It was going 
to hurt at first, but it would get easier with time. He just had to be persistent, let them help him, 
give his best effort. 


And he just couldn’t do that. 

“Alright, kid. Let’s sit up.” 

He let himself be guided up. 

“We’re going to learn how to transfer to a wheelchair today, alright?” 


He nodded numbly, going through the motions they set for him, just like he always did. Wake up, 
follow orders, go back to sleep. 


And rinse and repeat. 

Danny wanted to go home. 

“You’re having trouble with the wheelchair, Danny?” Jazz had asked him one day. 

“No.” 

“Then what’s going on?” 

Danny refused to look into her eyes. “Fly.” 

“Your ghost half can fly, but your human half needs its independence too,” Jazz had countered. 


“You need to get up and moving, Danno,” Jack’s voice—one that seemed far too soft, too 
concerned—-said from his other side. “You'll feel better once you do.” 


“Tt’s hard now, but it’ll get easier in time. I promise.” 


But that was a lie because it wasn’t getting easier, it was getting harder. And with each passing day 
the fog was leaving him bit by bit, forcing him into the present day even more. 


Danny didn’t like that. He didn’t like being aware. 


But the hospital wouldn’t let him give up, it seemed. Because one day a therapist strolled into the 
room with a dark-skinned man in a wheelchair behind her. She beamed at him, her blonde ponytail 
bobbing behind her. “We have someone here to help today!” 


According to the therapist, the man was a Paralympic athlete. Danny didn’t know what his name 
was—for some reason, he couldn’t remember—but the man had said that he was in a car accident 
while training for the Olympics, leaving him paralyzed from the waist down. 


“Tt’s difficult,” the athlete had said, pushing his own chair down the hall, kindly not mentioning 
Danny’s obvious struggle to keep up. “The first few months are the hardest. There’s a lot of things 
you need to adjust for now, things you wouldn’t have known about. But it gets easier. I promise.” 


Danny panted behind him, stopping to rest. His arms were sore, and his chest was yelling in 
protest. 


The athlete swiveled around, his brows lifting in concern. “You alright?” 


The words stumbled out of Danny’s mouth before he could stop them. “How? How do—how do 
you...” He screwed up his face, forcing the words to form on his lips. “I’m supposed to—to be—to 
be a hero and...I can’t...I just...” 


The athlete slowly moved until he was right in front of Danny. “No one said this was going to be 
easy. And I won’t lie, it sucks sometimes. Really hard. But Danny...” He leaned forward, forcing 
their eyes to meet. “You don’t have to be a hero all the time. When you’re ready, the world outside 
will be there waiting for you. But for now it’s okay to just take it one day at a time, focus on 
yourself.” 


One day at a time. That’s what he did. He focused on sitting, transferring, eventually standing, 
taking his first steps, failing over and over. Just one day at a time. 


There was plenty of encouragement, so many voices cheering him on when he met yet another 
milestone. This was progress. It was bitter work, but it was progress all the same. 


But progress was so damn hard. And he was too tired to keep up. 
The wall passed him by, doctors and nurses fluttering around, only stopping to give him a cursory 


glance. A few eyes lingered, but most had other things to do, more important tasks than to look at 
Danny Phantom. 


“Are you excited, Danno?” Jack’s strained voice asked from above. “You’re going home for 
good.” 


“Finally our family will be whole again,” Maddie said. 
Danny opened his mouth to respond, but the words died in his throat. 
What was he going to say? Did he have an answer? 


He tilted his head to the side. The tiles were white and blue. A bright blue, soft. And the white was 
speckled with grey. It looked nothing like the stark halls in the GiW. 


There was life, cacophony, people in scrubs holding clipboards and talking to other people of all 
different heights, sizes, hair colors, and styles. 


It was nothing like being with the government. Nothing like it. 


They turned into a hallway, where there were fewer people in scrubs and more people wearing 
different clothing, people of different heights and ages all suddenly turned towards him. 


No, it was fine. The fog was there to guide him. 
“Jazz pulled the van up front so we won’t have to go very far once we’ re outside,” Maddie said. 


Danny was too busy watching the world happen around him with all its swirling colors and 
emotions to care about the van. 


That was one of the negatives since he’d arrived here. Emotions were so much more intense at a 


hospital. So much stress and worry. And his ghost side was... 


Well, it wasn’t like he could ignore it. The deep ache in his chest, the hunger that didn’t really feel 
like hunger at all. But instead was something much deeper, much more primal. 


Something flashed in his mind, and his throat closed. The Guys in White had been starving him— 
that he knew—but for some reason...there was something else? Some faint wisps of green and 
choking and something that he couldn’t...quite...rcemember... 


Click! 

Danny blinked the spots out of his vision just in time for another bright flash in his face. 
“Get away from our son!” Maddie yelled. “Get him out!” 

Jack stepped in front of Danny, blocking him from view just as another click went off. 


There was a commotion—one that Danny couldn’t see—a scuffle. Some shouting, another series of 
camera clicks, shoes squeaking on the tile as feet were being shoved away, a deep voice yelling 
over the clamor. 


Click! 
“Are you finished?” the deep baritone of an operative sounded from the doorway. 


“Not quite,” a reedy voice responded. “I’m double checking my measurements, and then I still 
need to go over the psychological assessment before I can pass him off to you.” 


A man stepped into Danny’s view wearing a white lab coat. His eyes were pinched, surveying the 
ghost up and down as if he were a rare artifact. He raised a camera to his eyes, obscuring his face 
from view. 


Click! 


Danny blinked lazily. His head was too stuffy to think straight, but whatever drugs the government 
had injected him with before seemed to be wearing off. The man in the lab coat hadn’t mentioned 
re-drugging him yet. 


Good. If he could just think properly then maybe he could find a way out... 
“Hurry,” the operative said. “You know how Operative O doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 


The man pulled the camera away from his face. His nose, like his eyes, were sharp. Precise. “Tell 
Operative O he’ll have his turn once I’m done here. But for now, the specimen is mine.” 


Click! 
“Sorry about that, honey,” Maddie said. 


Danny looked around, but he was back in the hospital. Jack was in front of him, but through the 
gaps of his figure, Danny could see the faces around him. And they were all looking at him. 


Did they want something? 


“They’re all outside,” Jack whispered to Maddie, but Danny heard anyway. “Jazz said the crowd’s 
worse by the van.” 


“We have security. It’Il...” Maddie glanced down at Danny, her face unreadable. “It'll be okay.” 


Jack stepped back around Danny, giving him a full view of the dozens of whispering faces, 
pointing, so many people. 


The fog started creeping back in, and Danny nearly sighed in relief. 
“Tt’s okay. Let’s go, son. It’s time to bring you home.” 


Danny bobbed his head in agreement because he wanted to get out of here as soon as possible, 
there were too many people around him, too many phones out and lights beaming outside and the 
lights grew larger because now he was being pushed towards the exit. 


The murmuring grew louder until it was a dull roar. Fresh air hit his face, and tall men in dark 
clothes surrounded him. But even then, the camera lights flashed too bright. 


“Phantom! Over here!” 

“Look this way!” 

“Phantom, a word for the paper?” 

“Can you give a statement about your time with the—” 

“explain why you’re in a—” 

“discuss your injuries and—” 

“look over—” 

“_government—” 

“__Phantom—” 

“—_Danny.” 

Danny noticed a firm grip on his shoulder. It was his dad, who was now looking down at him, his 
body once again shifting to block the yelling and lights and cameras to his side. “We’re going to 
put you in the van now, okay?” 

Danny didn’t know if he nodded or not. Regardless, his dad seemed to understand, pushing his 
wheelchair onto the ramp, one that was originally added to the car for large ectoplasmic 
machinery. 

But now it had a different use. 


“T got you, son.” 


Hands spread around him, strapping him into the vehicle. Danny paid no mind, the fog was 
growing too thick. Too comforting. He closed his eyes, basking in the warmth and silence. 


Silence. The door was shut. 


And then the engine started, and the car moved, and Danny kept his eyes closed because if he 
opened them, then he would look outside and see the cameras and the people. 


Silence. 


The voices woke him up. 


He used to be a much heavier sleeper. The accident had changed that, though the government had 
reinforced it further. Gone were the nights where he could sleep uninterrupted for hours on end. 
Now, his body was constantly ready for the next danger. 


Jack let out a boisterous laugh through the walls, and for a moment Danny could almost pretend 
that it was any other Saturday afternoon in the Fenton household. 


But then he saw his wheelchair and remembered that he still couldn’t feel the tickle of his pajama 
pants on his skin, and reality hit him like a ton of bricks. 


The muffled voices got closer to the stairwell, and then one let out a small chuckle. 
Danny’s heart stopped. 


He’d recognize that laugh anywhere. It was higher in pitch than Sam’s laugh but not as smooth. 
Feminine, bright, fun, yet tough. Someone who’d seen more than she should have for a high 
schooler. Someone who, like Danny, had to learn on the job how to fight, protect those they loved, 
how to live. 


The footsteps travelled to the stairs, and then Jack’s voice exclaimed, “He’s the first door on the 
right! We’ll be in the lab if you need anything. Thanks for dropping by, he could use an old 
friend!” 


The air was sucked out of his lungs, and dread pooled in his stomach. He gasped, forcing air into 
his body, but it was as if his throat were replaced by a coffee straw. 


No...no...Stop it...Stop... 
He couldn’t do this. Not right now. 


There were things he needed to say, questions he needed to answer, but not now...not today...he just 
woke up... 


The footsteps hopped up the stairwell and shuffled up the hall. They stopped outside, pausing for 
far too long, before a light knock rapped at his door. 


Danny’s tongue dried instantly. What should he do? Respond? 

How? 

“Danny?” A voice wavered on the other side of the wood. “Can I come in?” 
I don’t know, he wanted to say. 


He wanted her to come through the door so badly, but...he also didn’t. He was weak, thin, frail, 
fragile, there was a wheelchair next to his bed, scars across his body, his hair was messy, he was in 
his bed. He couldn’t see her. Not like this. 


There was a pregnant pause, one where Danny could only helplessly stare at the door as panic 
overtook his every breath. The fog seemed to recognize this and drifted over, providing him a 
blanket of safety. 


Good. Let it stay. Please, stay. 
Stay. 


The doorknob slowly twisted, and the door creaked open, revealing a girl in a yellow sweater and 
orange skirt, her hair pulled back in a matching orange headband. 


Valerie Gray stepped over the threshold. She stared at him, her eyes surveying every inch of his 
body, her lips parted slightly as if whatever speech she had planned had evaporated into thin air at 
the sight of him. 


She made no further movement towards him. Because of him. 
Because of the government. 


The fog pulled him away, and Danny didn’t struggle against it. Focusing was too hard, thinking 
was too painful. It just reminded him of what he was. 


He leaned back against his pillows and let his eyes roll over to the wall. The tiny flecks, chips in 
the paint. He could touch them if he raised his hand, but he didn’t want to do that. 


“Danny, I—” Valerie said. 


She said something else, but Danny forgot what it was as soon as it left her mouth. It was fine...it 
was fine... 


She hated ghosts, she hated him. But she liked Fenton. But she hated Phantom. What was she 
going to say now? It didn’t matter, he couldn’t hear her. 


The door burst open at the other end of the hall, and Danny vaguely heard Jazz’s panicked 
exclamation of “Valerie?” But he didn’t understand why his sister would be so afraid. After all, 
Phantom was the only one who had unresolved issues with Valerie, not Jazz. What was she so 
afraid of? 


“You need to leave.” 


Danny hummed. If everyone could leave, that would be even better. Leave him alone in his bed. 
He could fall asleep comfortably. The government never let him sleep in a bed. They never gave 
him a blanket. He was just a ghost, why would a ghost need a blanket? 


Ghosts didn’t need to be warm. 

“Danny,” Valerie whispered. 

“This isn’t a good idea. Please understand,” Jazz said. 
What wasn’t a good idea? Sleeping in a bed? 


No, that didn’t seem like Jazz. She was always encouraging him to rest, even before he was 
revealed. She never thought he slept enough. 


Danny wanted to ask what she meant, but talking was such an impossible task, and he figured that 
if it was truly important, Jazz would explain herself anyway. She always talked more than Danny. 
It wouldn’t be too unusual. 


Valerie said something, and Jazz responded, but the words were too muddled. Danny looked over, 


hoping for at least some clarification, and then he finally made eye contact with her. 
Valerie. 

His ex-girlfriend. His rival. 

The Red Huntress. 


And he saw it. The shock, distress, pain on her face. At him? For him? He didn’t know, and it 
didn’t matter. Because seconds later, she turned heel and stormed away. 


The front door slammed shut, and then the house was silent again. 

“T don’t expect you to adjust back to school right away,” Mr. Lancer said, his hands steepled on his 
desk. 

Danny didn’t remember entering the office. Maybe it was too early. 


Come to think about it, Jazz hadn’t come to school with him that morning. Was he at school before 
her? No, that couldn’t be right... 


“While we don’t have any official IEP documentation set up for you yet, given the circumstances, 
your teachers and I are willing to make extra accommodations for you as we work with your 
parents in putting a plan in place. And I assure you that I will be working closely with your teachers 
to ensure that your transition back to school goes as smoothly as possible.” 


Where was Jazz? She’d been awake that morning, Danny remembered her pouring him a bowl of 
cereal. But she hadn’t been in the car when his mom drove him to school. 


“Remember that you can come to me for anything you may need, Mr. Fenton.” 
It didn’t make sense. 


“On a personal note, I wanted to say that words cannot express how terribly sorry I am that you 
had to go through something like that. Know that you did not deserve it, and my door is always 
open if there’s anything you need, or if you just need to escape for a little while.” 


Lancer was never this nice to him before. Never so empathetic. Was this because of Phantom? Was 
it because he’d been revealed? Or was it just because he looked too much like a pity case... 


His chest tingled. This...this wasn’t right. He didn’t want to hear this. He didn’t want it to be real. 
He was fine. 


His arm shot up to grasp his hair, bumping into the side of his wheelchair on the way. Pins and 
needles pricked at his funny bone, whispering to him his failures, how he’d lost and how he had no 
purpose now and he never would again. 


But no, he had to turn his brain off. Go back into the fog. 
Stop thinking. 
“T know it may not seem that way right now, but everything is going to be okay, Danny.” 


His gaze was unfocused. Was he looking at his teacher? The floor? The wall? 


Go back into the fog. Right now. 


It wrapped along the edges of his brain, just thick enough to blind him from his surroundings, but 
not quite dense enough to shield him from reality. 


He wondered if he should be responding to Mr. Lancer at all, but the man seemed perfectly fine 
with having a one-way conversation, and if Danny were honest, he wouldn’t know how to respond 
anyway. An unsettling feeling was sinking into his gut. Danger whispered around him. Yes, he 
was definitely in danger. The Guys in White would almost certainly be back any second to finish 
him off. 


Why hadn’t they come back for him? 

No, it was just like Mr. Lancer said. Everything was okay. 

“Where’s Jazz?” he whispered, the words slipping out of his lips. 

There was a slight hesitation. “Well, I assume Miss Fenton is home with your parents.” 
But she had school today, didn’t she? Jazz was never one to skip school. 

Unless... 

“Would you like me to call her?” 


Unless she had already graduated high school, and Danny had just forgotten. She’d been accepted 
to Harvard last spring, but...hadn’t gone. For some reason. 


Was he the reason? 


No. No, that couldn’t be right. He wouldn’t have stopped her from living her life. This was Jazz he 
was talking about. She loved books more than she loved people. 


So why was she home? Why hadn’t she gone to school? 
“Daniel? Is everything alright?” 


Danny’s gaze zeroed in on Mr. Lancer. The man looked weary, as if the beginning of the school 
year had already deprived him of a decade of sleep. An untouched coffee sat on the desk in front of 
him, and Danny absentmindedly wished he could swipe the drink. 


Caffeine sounded heavenly right now. 

He put on what he hoped was his most assured expression. “I’m fine, thanks.” 
“Would you like me to phone your parents?” 

“No.” 


“Alright.” Mr. Lancer gazed curiously into the teen. “Well, here, I have your school schedule. As 
you know, school has been underway for most other students, so you may feel a bit behind at first. 
That’s quite alright, your teachers have put together small packets to catch you up to speed with the 
rest of your peers. If anything is too difficult for you to do, then you’re always welcome to ask your 
teachers for help, or you can come to my office, if that’s more comfortable for you.” 


Danny accepted the paper held out to him, but the words blurred together and he couldn’t even 


begin to make sense of what it all meant. 


“Thanks.” 


The room was dim. Light poured from the back of the room, casting a shadow over the rows of 
metal lockers that warped the floor with different shapes. Danny pushed himself into the shadows, 
allowing the hallway door to close behind him, separating the silence of the room from the 
ambient drone of the hallway. 


His world was finally quiet. 


His phone had buzzed, signaling it was time to use the restroom. This had been a growing area of 
embarrassment for Danny, the fact that his body had decided that it needed to be trained like a 
toddler, but it was fine. He was a halfa, surely this was only temporary. 


Soon he’d be soaring through the air, his body back to normal. Soon he wouldn’t have to deal with 
this anymore. 


He made his way farther into the room, noting the smell of sweaty gym clothes and used football 
gear. 


It was funny. When he first got his powers, the boys’ locker room was the worst attack on his 
enhanced sense of smell he could think of. Now, it didn’t seem that bad. 


Rotting ectoplasm and vomit smelled worse. 
And processed meat. Liver. Bones. 
He froze. Where the hell had that come from? 


He looked up, but instead of a row of lockers, all he could see was white tile. But that didn’t...that 
didn’t... 


Wasn’t he just in front of lockers? 


The room warped around him, white blending with white. He tried to remember why he’d come 
here. Wasn’t he just in class? He was supposed to be doing something...something...but he’d left. 
Why? 


Fog clouded his brain, his vision. It swirled, mixing his memories and senses. He couldn’t tell what 
was up or down, if the white tile was real, if the smell of meat that had slowly been filling his nose 
was real. 


He needed to stop this. 

Stop. 

He reached out and touched the wall. 

It was cold. Just like it was at the facility. 
He was there. It was a trap. 


There was no court case, there was no freedom, there was no protection, there was no classroom. 
He was at the facility. He’d never left, he was back there. They’d caught him again and were 


messing with his memories to try to tame him. 


“We'll train you, dog.” Operative O sneered. “You’re just a feral beast, but that’s okay. We have 
our ways of teaching obedience.” 


No, no, no. It wasn’t this, he wasn’t there. 
Danny clutched his hair, tugging the strands until his eyes watered. “Stop, stop,” he gasped. 
“What’s that, you want me to stop?” Operative O asked mockingly, his grip firm on the tube. 


Danny squeezed his eyes shut. His lungs burned, his throat burned. He gagged, sending another 
spike of pain down his throat. 


“Not until you learn to behave.” 


Danny coughed, nausea hitting him like a truck. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a sink, and 
he barely rushed over to it in time for the contents of the red bag to come back up. 


He was back there. He’d never left. 
It was the Guys in White. 


The sink was cold like the tiles. Cold and white, just like the floors and ceilings. Everything in the 
facility was white. White, until he turned it green. 


And then it would turn white again the next day. 
Except his cell. 


He tried to blink away his tears, but it was a futile effort. Security would see the footage, and 
Operative O would see the footage, and then they’d gloat. 


“Play human all you want, ghost. You can’t fool me.” Operative O leaned down. “I will break 
you. And then one day you'll realize that this is exactly what you deserve.” 


He didn’t deserve this. 
They were wrong. 


“A humanoid ghost. Halfa, correct?” The operative with the pinched face scribbled something 
down on his clipboard. “A remarkable creature. Tell me, ghost, why have you imprinted onto 
Amity Park?” 


“I’m not talking,” Danny growled. 


“And you pretended to be human and continued to attend classes as normal. But according to your 
transcripts and detention reports, that didn’t work so well. Yet you persisted...very curious, is it 
not?” 


“Fuck off. I'm not telling you shit.” 


“Hmm...” The man paused to chew on the end of his pencil, his eyes scanning his notes. “No, that 
won’t do. That won’t do at all.” 


The operative reached down and pressed a button, and then Danny’s world was encased in fire. 


He screamed, the electricity coursing through his body, his veins ripping through his muscles 
which contorted and contracted, ectoplasmic sparks building and waiting to be released but were 
stuck, his mind flooding with images of the portal and dying and being reborn. 


Then it stopped, leaving Danny panting on the metal table. 

“What...?” Danny coughed, his eyes stinging. 

“Shh...there, there.” 

All Danny could feel were the operative’s latex gloves lightly stroking his forehead. 
“There, all better, no?” the man asked. “Now we’re calm.” 


“J—I...” Danny choked, his instincts yelling at him to tell this man to stop touching him, to fuck 
off, to threaten that he’d break out, he’d fly away, stop touching him. 


But for the first time since he’d woken up in the facility, fear had paralyzed him. 


“T understand that you’re a young ghost. Untrained, allowed to roam and do as you See fit, 
claiming any territory you want as your own. You’ve been cursed with so much power and at such 
a young age. It’s only natural that you’re aggressive around authority.” 


Danny finally cracked his eyes open and was met with wide, curious eyes staring down into his 
own. 


“But you don’t have to worry anymore. We'll fix that.” 

He couldn’t do it. Not again. 

He wasn’t strong enough. 

Not again. Please, no. 

He met his reflection and saw a sallow face dimmed by glowing eyes. 
NO! 


There was a bang, and his face disappeared, replaced by a rainfall of crystals decorating the white 
with flakes of iridescent sparkles as they collided to the floor. 


Danny collapsed on the floor and grabbed a large chunk of the jagged mirror. He gripped it in his 
palm, feeling as the sharp edges pierced through his skin. 


Perfect. 

He wasn’t going back. 

“Danny?” 

His head snapped over, and the faces of his old bullies swam into his field of view. 

But that didn’t make sense. What were Dash and Kwan doing in the Guys in White facility? 
“What are you doing?” Dash asked. 


Danny looked down at his hands, but where he thought there would be green, it was only red 


pooling in his palms. A drop of red trickled down his skin, splashing onto the white tile. 
That wasn’t...that wasn’t right... 
“What are you doing with that mirror?” Dash pressed. 


“T’m...?'m not...” Danny whispered, staring at the red in confusion. “I can’t—can’t go back. Can’t 
go back.” 


“Go back where?” 


He raised the mirror to his face, and saw his green eye reflected in the smudged surface. “Can’t go 
back.” 


“Give me the mirror, Danny.” 
Danny shook his head. “Can’t...” 


He had to do this. Didn’t they understand? He couldn’t go through that torture again. Not now, not 
tomorrow, not ever. 


He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t go back there. 
“Kwan, get Lancer.” 


Escape. This mirror would let him escape to somewhere else, somewhere where he’d never have to 
smell the red bag again, or have the tube shoved down his throat, or feel the scalpel on his skin, the 
electricity, the bat, the metal table, the cold straps or his back or his ribs or the nerves that could 
never seem to work properly anymore. 


“Can’t go back.” 
“Please, give me the mirror, Danny. You’re safe here. It’s just us.” 


Dash didn’t understand. And if he didn’t leave soon, the Guys in White were going to kidnap him 
too. 


No one was safe now. 

“Escape. Go home.” 

Dash shook his head. “Not until you give me the glass.” 
“Can't.” 

“Why?” 


Danny took his eyes off the mirror just long enough to give Dash the most vulnerable expression 
he could muster. “Please.” 


Dash’s strong exterior broke. He ran a hand through his blond hair, messing up its perfected style. 
“Please give me the glass, Danny. You don’t need it. Just give it to me, P’ll hang onto it for you. 
[ll keep it safe.” 


This was all a ruse from the Guys in White, wasn’t it? They just wanted to trick him again so he’d 
give up the only form of protection he had against them. 


How dare they. After everything they’d put him through. How dare they try to use his classmates 
like this. Manipulate him, shove it in his face that Phantom wasn’t there to protect them, that 
Phantom couldn’t do his job anymore, that Phantom was a failure of a half ghost. 


“You can’t—can’t trick...me.” Danny let out a strangled laugh. “O, I know...I know...it’s you...” 


Dash stepped forward, his arms raised above his head. “I’m not tricking you, Danny. You gotta 
believe me. I’m...[ know you don’t have any reason to trust me, not after...but please , just this 
once.” 


“Liar. Dash would—would never call me...my first name. Miss—missed that detail...right, O?” 
“T’m not lying. Snap out of it, please.” 

No. He couldn’t. 

He couldn’t go back. 

“Kill me.” 


Dash’s figure was starting to get foggy now. But that was fine because Danny could still feel the 
mirror, which meant that he was still safe. 


Dash said something, but Danny didn’t hear. His world was spinning, red blending with white 
blending with the glistening light from the shards across the floor until Danny didn’t know which 
way was up or down. 


Hands invaded his space, grabbing his arm and ripping the shard from his fingers. Danny cried out 
in protest, and he grasped at the air for his only safety net, but his efforts were futile. A strong grip 
landed on his shoulders and Danny’s eyes darted over to see the face of Mr. Lancer in front of him. 
Behind him stood Dash and Kwan, fear etched in their features. Around them the shards of the 
broken mirror glittered on the tiled floor of the bathroom, his wheelchair discarded somewhere to 
the side. 


Bathroom. At the back of the gym locker room. Where he’d gone to use the restroom. Because he 
was at school. 


Mr. Lancer was saying something to him, but the only thing Danny heard was the static in his ears 
as it hit him all at once what just happened. 


And exactly what he’d been prepared to do. 


A sob worked its way into his throat too quickly for Danny to push away, and then another. And 
another. Before he knew it, his head was resting on Mr. Lancer’s shoulder. Tears rushed past his 
eyes, streaming down his cheeks and piling on the older man’s shirt. 


A soothing hand rubbed his back, and whispers of “It’s okay, it’s going to be okay” filled his ear. 
But Danny knew that it was all an illusion. 


Whatever the Guys in White had done to him was so much worse than some petty ghost fight with 
Skulker. It was permanent. 


Operative O and his team had broken him. And he’d never be whole again. 
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Sunlight streamed through the window. Outside, birds fanned about, prepping for a long day of 
flying south for winter. The quiet hum of the city filled the air, the streets slowly waking and 
preparing for the new day. 


Danny wiped the last of the sleep from his eyes and sat up, his head bobbing in lingering fatigue. 
This—getting out of bed, grabbing his clothes, heading to the bathroom to shower and get ready— 
had become routine. It was robotic, but it was no longer impossible like it used to be. 


Gone were the days of waking to a choir of fire singing in his chest. Gone were the nights lying 
awake, wondering how he would make it through the next day. Nowadays he was calm. Peaceful. 


He almost felt... normal. 


He struggled up, grabbed his walker, and paused, leaning on his arms as a wave of dizziness 
passed through him. For a moment, he wondered if he should succumb to this new side effect and 
use his wheelchair for the rest of his morning. After all, he was still quite tired. How harmful could 
a few more moments of rest be anyway? 


But he pushed that thought away at once and took his first steps into the new day. He was stronger 
now, he’d healed, he could do this. He wasn’t the weak person he used to be. 


He was better than he used to be. He just needed to stick to the routine. 


He finally made his way to the kitchen, drawn in by the smell of his father’s famous burnt toast. 
“Morning,” he mumbled, pulling up to the table. 


“Heya, Danno!” Jack stood from his chair. “Want some toast?” 
“T got it, Dad,” Jazz said, shooing her father back to his seat. 
Danny sent her a look of gratitude. 


She returned a moment later with a glass of water and a small bowl of cereal. “You ready for 
today?” 


“Yeah.” Danny wasn’t really hungry, but he took a bite anyway. Breakfast had become a rehearsed 
aspect of his new routine too. It didn’t matter if he was hungry or not, he still ate at the table with 
his family. 


“We have our family check-in session today too!” Jack beamed. “When we talked to your PHP 
therapist the other day, she said things were going well. It should be a good session, son! You 
should be proud!” 


Danny hummed in agreement, munching on his cereal. Unlike his previous sessions, he wasn’t 
worried about today. He was doing better now. He was actually sleeping at night—finally—which 
meant he wasn’t so drained every day. He was finally able to stay calm enough to focus just 
enough in PHP to learn the new techniques that the therapists had been trying to teach him. 


And sure enough, when Maddie drove past the street where a dedicated group of protesters stood 
picketing his very existence, Danny was able to quell the voices in his head that told him that his 
life was over, he was ruined, everyone hated him, he was a monster. 


Because it was all routine now. Sleep through the night, wake up, eat, go to PHP, participate in the 
lessons, go home, eat, sleep, rinse and repeat. Again, and again, and again. 


He would be damned if Phantom had to be locked away for a second longer because of some 
assholes on the side of the road with signs. 


No, he’d been through much worse. So much worse. 


This was just routine. And he was calm and collected now. He didn’t need to freak out over every 
little thing, he didn’t need to lie awake at night staring at the ghosts behind his eyelids, he could 
finally feel peace. 


Maddie followed Danny into the building, and they entered the elevator with another mother-child 
combination that Danny didn’t recognize—although the pair seemed to recognize him. The mother 
was politely looking away from him, but her son was far less subtle, choosing instead to openly 
gawk at Danny the entire ride up. 


But that didn’t bother Danny anymore. It was just routine. 
And he was good at routine now. 


He greeted the woman at the front desk with a clumsy “hello” just like he always did, parted ways 
with his mother, and traveled to his room where the other teens were waiting for him. Most of the 
teens from his original group had already graduated and were replaced by a new set of teens who 
also all seemed both fascinated and intimidated by him. 


And that was okay. 
Because Danny had healed. 


During art therapy, Danny didn’t use green. Instead, he used blue and purple. Blue like his ice, a 
cool comfort that he’d grown to depend on. Purple like the purple flowers that Sam loved growing 
in her backyard greenhouse. 


“Great job, Danny,” the art therapist said. “What do you think?” 
Danny shrugged. “It’s...nice. Feels like home.” 
“Home how?” 


“T don’t know. It just looks comforting. My—my friend’s favorite color. I missed them a lot. Both 
of them.” 


The art therapist sat down next to Danny, his brown eyes fixated on the painting. “Yeah, it can be 
hard when you’re separated from your loved ones for so long. You come home and everything 
feels kinda different, doesn’t it?” 


Danny pressed at the warmth in his chest. “It is different.” 
“From the way you talk about your friends, it sounds like they really care about you.” 


“T guess. They were there...you know, for the lab accident. The one that un—uh, changed me. 


They were there the whole time...” 


“That kind of friendship—” The therapist pointed to the purple and blue paint. ““—is really special. 
It’s easy for us to want to push our loved ones away when we go through trauma. But you and your 
friends have already been through so much together, right? All the ghost hunting and the days 
hiding Phantom from the public.” He leaned forward, his voice dropping in volume. “They have 
your back.” 


“They do.” Danny looked back at his art. It really did seem so much brighter than the ones he 
painted before during therapy, even if the colors weren’t like the neon green he used to paint with. 
“T miss them.” 


Lunch came and went with little drama. Danny ate his sandwich and fruit that Jazz had packed 
him, and when the girl with the teal pixie haircut—who hadn’t graduated yet either—wanted to 
strike up a conversation with him, Danny didn’t decline. 


“So, before all this. What did you do? Like, for fun?” she asked. 
Danny swallowed a bite of his sandwich. “Video games, mostly.” 


“Same, mostly desktop games. Though last year I bought myself a Switch in secret. I knew my dad 
would pawn it for drugs if he ever saw it, but I really wanted to play Animal Crossing. So it was a 
secret.” 


“Oh. That must have sucked. Your dad, I mean. Not the game.” 


“Yeah.” She looked oddly at her bag of potato chips, her brows beginning to draw in before she 
blinked and the spell wore off. ““Well, he was an asshole, so there’s no surprise there.” 


“You live with your...aunt?” Danny asked. 
“Yup. Finally.” 
“I’m sorry that all happened to you.” And he meant it, genuinely. 


She gave him that same odd look from a moment ago. “And I’m sorry for what happened to you 
too.” 


The next therapy involved yoga and meditation, for which the instructor thankfully was already 
armed with alternative poses for Danny. But this didn’t bother him either because as soon as he got 
Phantom back, he would be able to twist his body in ways humans could only imagine. 


He just needed to wait a little while longer. Be a little more patient. Listen to the therapists, listen 
to his parents, and he could get his core back. Just keep it up, keep working hard. 


Finally, afternoon came, and with it, their family meeting. 


“This week’s been another good week for Danny,” the therapist told his parents. “He’s been 
participating much more in the discussions and has been less afraid to talk to the therapists and 
reach out for help.” 


Maddie broke into a watery smile. “I’m so glad to hear this.” She reached over and gently placed 
her fingers on his arm, rubbing circles on his skin with her thumb. 


Danny didn’t react. He was a model PHP student now, he was doing everything right. By the 


books. He was healing. 


“How would you say the home dynamic has been lately? I know we were expressing some 
difficulties during mealtimes. How have things been going with that?” 


“There’s been some ups and downs, but overall, I think the family has finally come together as a 
team,” Maddie said. “Mealtimes have still been a bit touch and go, but I see Danny making more of 
an effort at the table.” 


“Ts there anything that’s been particularly challenging for you at meals, Danny?” 
“Uh...just the same...same things. As before.” 


“Certain meats seem to be an issue, mostly,” Jack supplied. “Processed food seems to be the 
biggest difficulty. We’ ve been trying our best to avoid those in the home for now until we can 
work on them with his one-on-one therapist.” 


“Yes, I think that’s a good plan. We’re all still transitioning, and going back to school will be a 
major change. I think that for now, sticking to safe foods is going to bring the most success for our 
progression next week.” 


“Gotcha!” Jack said. 

“What do you think, Danny?” 

“Sounds okay.” 

They don’t know, he reminded himself. They don’t know what happened. 


Not that what happened mattered. He was here, he had recovered. The red bag was a thing of the 
past. It meant nothing to him now, not when his core was at stake. 


Maddie wrapped her arm around Danny. “Just know we have all been so proud of you. We know 
that this isn’t easy, and we know how hard you’ re working.” 


“Yes, I think that’s extremely important to acknowledge.” The therapist set down her file. 
“Transitions are hard for anyone, and with someone who’s experienced something so traumatic, 
they become even harder. The little steps you’ ve been making in the past few weeks are going to 
be so monumental for your overall success when you leave here.” 


Danny’s ears perked up. “I’m leaving?” 
“Next week,” she said. 


Danny peered hopefully at his father, who set a large hand heavily on his shoulder. “As we said, 
son, you’ ve worked so hard the last few weeks, and we can finally see some of the old Danny 
peeking through again.” 


Danny couldn’t hide the grin that spread across his face. “I’m...really?” 


“We know that this is going to be especially difficult given your public situation, and we want you 
to know that we’re all here for you. We’ll support you through this,” the therapist said. “From 
here, you’ll be moving to an IOP therapy group, which lasts a couple hours each afternoon. You’ ll 
be back in school, but with your education plan, you won’t be a full-time student right away. So 
we’re going to ease you into this, okay?” 


“Yeah. Okay,” Danny said breathlessly. He could hardly believe his ears. Some days it felt like this 
moment would never come. 


“What do you think about all this? It’s a lot, isn’t it?” the therapist asked. 


“J—I mean, yeah. Of course it’s a lot,” Danny said. “But I know I can do it. I know I can. Before 
there were things...it was a weird situation. I was in a weird place. But now I can do it.” 


“We know you can, Danno. We know how hard you’ ve worked to get here.” 
“T know.” 


Maddie reached for another tissue, turning away from him. “And I know we’ ve apologized before, 
but—” her voice cracked. “But I just want you to understand how...how sorry we are for pushing 
you so much the first time around. We never meant to hurt you, we just didn’t understand how 
much pain you were in even when it was all right in front of us. What happened at school wasn’t 
your fault. You’re our baby boy, and I love you so much, honey. I never wanted to hurt you.” 


Danny looked at his lap. He really didn’t want to hear this. It didn’t matter now, he was doing fine. 
“T know, Mom. It’s okay.” 


“Tt’s not okay, but I appreciate you trying,” she said. 
His fingers twitched. 


Thankfully, the therapist spoke up. “The most important thing is that now we’ ve established a path 
of working together on healing from this experience. Especially now, it’s essential that we keep 
this clear line of communication moving forward.” 


“Of course,” Jack said. “We only want Danny to be happy.” 
And very soon, he would be happy. He would have his core back, his powers, his freedom. 


Danny looked to the window, where sunlight poured in against a bright blue sky. Off in the 
distance, birds flew in a V formation, heading down to a warmer climate for the winter. 


If he closed his eyes, he could almost imagine that he was flying up there too with the sun kissing 
his face and wind whipping his hair. He could almost feel that weightless freedom of his body 
ignoring gravity, zipping around the air like it was nothing. 


He wanted that so badly. Every day he was closer to his goal, and every day the growing 
desperation to feel again strengthened. He’d do anything for his core. 


Anything. 


He looked at his parents and grinned. “I’ve got this. ’m a Fenton, aren’t I?” 


“This is so stupid.” 
“You say that, and yet you’re still here,” Jazz teased. “So who does that make the stupid one?” 


“You’re right. ’m—I’m a goddamn hypocrite. You caught me.” Danny jabbed the puzzle piece 
into its slot. “Arrest me now or—or forever hold your peace.” 


Jazz flicked a puzzle piece at him. It bounced off his arm and rolled onto the rug. 


With all the dramatic energy he could muster, Danny collapsed onto the floor, resting the back of 
his hand on his forehead. “I’ve been betrayed! I’m wounded!” 


“Oh my god.” Jazz broke into a fit of giggles. “You’re so weird.” 


“Jazz, I can’t—I can’t go on. Please, you’ll have to—to finish this puzzle without me. There’s no 
other way.” 


“Quit being dramatic!” 


“T can’t feel my legs, Jazz. I think I’m dying. Please, avenge my death. With this...this...puzzle.” 


And with that, Danny took one last climactic breath of air before closing his eyes and letting his 
arm flop onto the floor. 


Jazz’s stifled giggles increased until they exploded into full-blown laughter. Her laugh was bright 
like popcorn, bouncing off the wooden walls and filling the room with energy. 


He pushed himself back up. “Turns out I was already dead so...I guess Ill help.” 
Jazz threw another puzzle piece at him. “You better. No way I can do this by myself.” 


“Yeah, right.” Danny rolled his eyes. Jazz could have solved this in half the time if she were by 
herself. In the past, he might have called her patronizing. He might have snapped at her and 
stormed away. 


But not now, not today. Because he knew that she was just trying to do an activity with him 
because—to Jazz at least—this sort of thing was fun. What kind of asshole would Danny have to 
be to take that away from her? After everything she’d done for him? 


He swiped a piece off the rug and studied it, noting a splotch of red in one of its corners. He 
scanned the partially finished puzzle until he spotted the cluster of brick buildings in the 
background of the scene. He carefully lowered the puzzle piece, rotating it as he let it down, and 
snapped it into place. 


“Good one!” Jazz praised him. 

“That’s what I’m here for.” 

Jazz tucked a piece of the sky into place. “Are you excited to go back to school?” 

It really was amazing how quickly his stomach could twist into a giant knot. “I don’t care.” 
“No? But I thought you would have been excited to get your core back.” 

Danny hesitated, his fingers hovering over the partially done board. 


That was right. He was getting his core back. He was going to be protected and safe. The 
government couldn’t touch him, and neither could the other ghosts. 


He fought to keep his face neutral. Because he wasn’t the kind of ghost who was obsessed with 
their core or anything. He was still human. He was still in control of his emotions. “I am excited.” 


“Oh? That’s good, then.” 


Suspicion rose in his head, and he refused to look Jazz’s way to let her psychoanalyze him. “It’Il 


feel good to—to...get in the air. But I...that’s different from school.” 
“T guess.” 


“What about you?” Danny tried to fix another piece into the cluster of buildings, but it didn't fit. 
“Why aren’t you at school?” 


“Oh!” Jazz paused. “You know, I just didn’t feel like the time was right. A lot was going on this 
summer.” 


A lot was going on, Danny repeated to himself. 


A part of his brain tried to taunt him that it was his fault she wasn’t at school, but he shoved that 
aside. 


He wasn’t going to go down that hole right now. 
“Did you drop out?” he asked. 

“No. I just deferred.” 

“So when are you going?” 


“Trying to get rid of me, huh?” Jazz tried to joke, but Danny didn’t smile. “I'll start next 
semester.” 


Danny chewed on his bottom lip as he pretended to consider where else this puzzle piece could go. 


“T know how this looks. I was always so excited about college, it’s all I ever used to talk about. 
And I’m still excited, I promise. But I’m also really glad I took a gap semester. Even outside of, 
you know...everything that happened, I just feel like I never really spent enough time with the 
family, you know? It’s been nice to just be able to hang out with you. We haven’t done stupid 
things like this since we were kids.” 


A pang of guilt hit Danny. That had been accurate. At first, it was Jazz who had begun to push him 
away, not wanting to play with her little kid brother when she was such a grown preteen girl. But 
then that shifted until Danny didn’t want to hang out with his annoying older sister. 


And then the accident happened, and that changed everything. 


Sure, Jazz had found out eventually. But even after that, their only topic of conversation was 
Phantom and ghosts. There was never anything different because before anyone could prepare for 
it, keeping the ghosts at bay had become everyone’s main priority, and all human topics just 
seemed too frivolous to bring up. 


But now Danny had a second chance. A do-over. As soon as he got his core back, as soon as his 
fame had simmered, as soon as he was back in school, as soon as he could walk properly again, 
then everything would be back to normal. Except this time, Danny was going to do it right. 


“T’m glad you’re home too,” Danny finally admitted. “I...missed you.” 
“T missed you too. A lot.” 


“But I know you’re going to—going to kill it at Harvard.” He looked up at her with a wavering 
smile. “Jazz, you were born for this. Harvard...they won’t know—know what’s gonna hit them.” 


Jazz beamed. “Thanks, Danny. And [Il miss you, but I know you’ll be okay here without me. You 
have so much support here. And I know things with Mom and Dad are a little tense, but they really 
mean well, okay? They’re just scared, but I know things will level out soon.” 


“Yeah.” They would level out soon. Danny had made sure of it. “I know. Thanks.” 


They worked on the puzzle until Danny was convinced he was beginning to lose his sanity, at 
which point he finally managed to convince Jazz to pause until tomorrow. 


Honestly, how Jazz could ever do these things in one sitting was inhuman. And she called them 
fun? 


Danny made sure to let her know all this, to which she playfully waved him off and said that when 
he was old and gray, he’d be begging her to do puzzles with him. 


“In your dreams,” was his only response. 


They went upstairs and began their nightly routines of brushing their teeth before saying good 
night and heading their separate ways. 


As soon as he shut his bedroom door, Danny began his own part of his routine. One where he 
struggled into a pair of shorts, plugged his phone into the charger next to his bed, and grabbed the 
bottle of pain relievers from his nightstand. 


He swallowed a pill and settled into bed. It was routine, but it was okay. It was just temporary. 
Soon he’d be out of the intensive therapies, he’d have his core back, he’d have his freedom back. 
He wouldn’t be under the watchful eye of everyone, the world would calm down. 


He just needed to get through the next few days and then it would be okay. 


Grabbing his phone off his bed, he opened Reddit and scrolled aimlessly down the home page, his 
brain just barely glancing at the various memes that passed by. 


And really, why wouldn’t it be okay? He was so close to the finish line. So close. 


He just needed to get out. He just needed the chip out. He just needed to be able to run and walk 
and fly again. 


It didn’t take long before his face appeared on his screen. Danny reacted on reflex, scrolling past 
the image too quickly for his brain to process it. 


He let out a breath. That was close. 


As much as he tried to avoid it, it seemed no site was safe from Phantom references. At least, that 
was how it felt. No matter what corner of the internet he tried to go on, his name, his face, were 
still plastered everywhere. 


And looking at that content sent his stomach in knots. 


He thought he’d gotten over it a few weeks ago when he finally Googled his own name. He 
thought he was fine, but that had been a lie. Because aside from the few news and talk show clips 
he’d seen in passing, he really hadn’t gone in-depth online. He didn’t truly know what the people 
—the actual people, not the celebrities or news organizations—felt about him. He hadn’t read their 
thoughts and opinions yet. 


And there was only so much scrolling through the Doomed subs—one of the few places that 
seemed to have a strict “no celebrity talk” policy—he could handle before he knew he just needed 
to rip that Band-Aid off. 


He passed by yet another post of a user complaining about the same game mechanic for the 
dozenth time that week and sighed. Frustration leaked through him, and he felt something inside 
him snap. 


Okay, he was so done hiding out. He was over this. What was he so scared of anyway? That people 
weren’t going to like him? 


Please, Phantom once had a million-dollar bounty on his head after the town ghost invasion. A few 
mean comments on Reddit should be nothing. 


Pulling up the Reddit search bar, he typed in Danny Phantom and hit return. 
He blinked at his screen. 


It wasn’t the existence of the Danny Phantom subreddit that surprised him. No, that sub was 
created way back before his reveal had even taken place. What was surprising was the sheer 
number of people who had joined since he last looked at it. 


What once was just a few hundred thousand users now held millions of accounts who had all 
decided to follow him. Danny Phantom. 


Millions of people. Millions of unknown names and faces. 
What the hell... ? 


Why was he so surprised? Wasn't this what Tucker had warned him about? The words from a few 
weeks ago echoed in his mind. “Phantom is huge,” he’d said. “Bigger than I think any of us 
realized.” 


Danny knew that deep down. The reporters, the protesters, the news stations, the freaking march 
that the city had shut down entire streets for when he was still being held prisoner by the 
government. All the evidence had always been there if he had been willing to look. 


But this... 
This was it, all the proof staring back at him in the face. 


While he’d browsed Twitter a few times, he hadn’t looked at those numbers yet. He 
wondered...would they show the same pattern? Would the Phantom Instagram that Tucker and 
Sam moderated show this kind of spike too? 


He glanced over at his wheelchair. How long would people be willing to wait until he was healed 
again? What if he never got there? 


Would the world turn against him? 


Danny took a deep breath and clicked on the subreddit, bringing him to the home page. His logo 
decorated the icon, and a photo of him soaring through the sky took up the header image. He 
scrolled down and stopped on the first post pinned to the top of the homepage. 


It was a picture of him, Sam, and Tucker at a Dumpty Humpty concert. Sam had her arm extended, 


holding the camera in prime selfie position, while the three of them pressed their faces together in 
an attempt to fit in the frame. The gleaming light from the stadium illuminated their faces against 
the night sky, and the stage with the band members playing their instruments peeked out in the 
background. 


Their faces showed unbridled joy, free from homework or responsibilities of what it meant to be 
ghost hunters. In that photo, they were just teenagers having fun on a Friday night. Nothing more, 
nothing less. 


He finally looked at the title, which read, ““We’re Sam and Tucker, aka 2/3 of Team Phantom. We 
were background players that assisted Danny during ghost fights. AMA.” 


Danny swiped over to see a second photo of just Sam and Tucker in Tucker’s bedroom. This time, 
Tucker was the one with his arm stretched out, gripping the camera while Sam held up a piece of 
paper with a date and a big AMA scribbled on it. 


He didn’t understand. Why would they do this? And while he was still captive with the 
government? It wasn’t like them to try to grab their fifteen minutes of fame—well, maybe that was 
something Tucker would do, but Sam? The same girl who always scoffed at Instagram influencers 
and constantly called Danny out when she felt like he was getting a little too cocky? 


What was their goal here? 
He scrolled down to the top comments. 
‘T always assumed Phantom was working alone. What did you two do for the team?’ 


Well, no one knowing about those two had been the point. But thankfully, it seemed that Sam and 
Tucker were right on that. 


It would have been too suspicious if the two of us were caught associating with Phantom (aka 
without human Danny), so the Team part of Team Phantom was completely hidden from the 
public. But I would carry an extra Thermos (ghost trapping device) and extra-small ecto-weapons 
Just in case of emergency, and I also would do first aid on Danny when needed. -Sam 


Every team needs a techno geek, and I was that guy! I handled any of the team’s technology and 
tracking needs, among a few other things. -Tucker 


Danny scrolled down to the responses where a user had commented, A few other things? Alright, 
Ill bite, what did you hack? 


I plead the fifth. -Tucker 


Laughter bubbled in Danny’s throat, and he slapped his hand over his nose to stifle a snort. Tucker 
was such a dork. 


Danny missed seeing that side of Tucker, the snarky, sarcastic personality he'd grown up with. 
Even after everything, Tucker was still undeniably Tucker, but there were differences now. He 
wasn't quite as bright and mischievous as he used to be. There was something almost cautious 
about the way he acted around Danny now. 


Well, in Tucker's defense, they all had changed. 


Danny closed the thread and jumped down to the next one. 


I’m from Amity Park, and I just wanted to send my gratitude towards you three for everything 
you’ve done for this city. I know I, like many, was shocked when it was revealed that Phantom is 
actually just a teenage kid. So I’m wondering what Phantom is like when he’s not fighting ghosts? 


Honestly, he’s a huge dork. If you met Danny on the street you would never think he could hurt a 
fly, much less a ghost terrorizing the city. But he’s a very normal person. He plays video games, 
watches movies, and loiters around the city just like anyone else. 


What kind of games? one of the replies asked. 

Mostly Doomed. We all played it regularly. I’m the best of the three of us though. -Sam 
Dozens of people commented below talking about the game, but Danny scrolled past them. 
What’s something about Danny that most people don’t know? 


He LOVES all things space and astronomy. Like “can talk nonstop about them for hours” kind of 
love. Before Phantom, his dream career was to work for NASA. Obviously ghost hunting has taken 
priority, but if we asked him now, we’re almost positive that would still be his ultimate goal after 
college. 


Directly under Sam and Tucker’s words was a comment glittered in numerous Reddit badges and 
awards. When he’s freed, have him get in touch with me. I’m an engineer for NASA who designs 
rovers for research on Mars. I'd love to introduce him to my contacts in the internship program 
here. Ican PM you my email. 


Danny stared at the screen in awe. 
What... 


What was going on? Why would anyone suggest that? He wasn't internship material, he could 
hardly manage Algebra I. 


Thank you, I’m sure he’d love that! 


He scrolled down to another response. You know, Amity Park has an astronomy club that meets 
once a month over at the observatory outside the city. We’re open to everyone and are always 
looking for new space enthusiasts! Tell Danny to drop by anytime! 


Why was everyone being so nice to him? 
Unless... 


With his flight abilities, he must be able to do some pretty awesome stargazing, another comment 
read. 


Unless this was the whole point of the AMA. To turn Phantom from this spectral enigma into a 
person. To humanize him. To turn the public in his favor, help everyone see that he wasn’t some 
vicious rabid animal in need of a permanent lockdown, that he was just a regular teenager. 


To put pressure on the courts to release him sooner. 


Damn. Sam and Tucker were geniuses, both of them. They were selfless and caring and Danny 
didn’t deserve them. 


And just like with the march, they hadn’t told him of this. All their acts of defiance, every single 


thing they did behind the scenes of the court case to help him when they couldn’t physically be 
there for him, it was all them the whole time. 


This wasn't about fame. They did this for him. 
How did you all meet? 


I met Tucker and Danny when I moved to Amity Park in middle school. I ended up sitting at lunch 
on my first day by myself, and they saw me and decided to sit down at my table. We had a lot in 
common, so we became friends. We were already inseparable, but Team Phantom really brought 
us Closer together. -Sam 


Danny and I have been friends since we were kids. It’s kind of a funny story, some kid in our grade 
was picking on him at recess so I went over and tried to push the bully down, except I was a twig 
with no muscle to speak of, and so the kid ended up shoving both my and Danny’s faces in the dirt. 
Friendship was inevitable from that point forward. -Tucker 


Danny remembered both of those moments, the first with Dash chasing him around the field at 
recess, Tucker popping out of nowhere, them both ending up all but eating the grass beneath them. 
He remembered Tucker leading them to Sam’s table that day at school in eighth grade. 


They both had always been there for him. Always. 


And even though in the last few weeks he thought that they all were on even ground again and he 
was trying his best to be open with them, there was still a huge divide between them. Sam and 
Tucker had done so much without Danny, things that they had yet to tell him about. 


But Danny had also done so much without them. 


One day they would be able to tell each other everything. One day Danny would be completely 
honest with them—save for one or two minor details—but not yet. 


I heard Phantom died in an accident—is this true? What happened? And how did that then lead to 
you all becoming ghost fighters? a comment asked. 


For legal and personal reasons, we can’t discuss the details of his accident. We hope you 
understand, but it’s not our story to tell. All we can say is that the accident was terrifying and we 
don't wish what happened to Danny on anyone. 


Becoming a ghost fighting team was also a total accident. Ghosts started appearing in the city 
several weeks before the public’s first record of them, and Danny has a power—his ghost sense— 
that can alert him of ghosts nearby. So that plus some of his parents’ borrowed trapping 
technology just kind of made him assume the natural role of Amity Park’s ghost defender. And 
since we were both there for the initial accident and everything after, it made sense for us to 
provide backup. 


Part of him wondered if they were ever going to show him this AMA, if they had planned to tell 
him before his breakdown at school. 


He wondered what they expected him to leave the Guys in White compound looking like. They 
must have known what they were going to do to him, right? They would have known that the 
government wasn’t going to let him leave completely intact. 


And if they knew that, he wondered what else they’d done. What other things they weren’t telling 
him. How late had they stayed up at night working on different PR stunts to help him home once 


they realized that they couldn’t locate the compound? 
Have you seen Phantom since his arrest? Do you know where he is now? 


No, we haven’t been allowed visitation since he was taken, and we have no idea where they’re 
keeping him. Ghosts don’t have the same rights as humans, and according to the law, Danny is too 
“ghost” to be granted any human rights. 


The thread continued below. That must be terrifying. My heart goes out to you both. What’s 
happening to him is cruel, and I hope the justice system can come through on this one. 


Thank you, that means a lot to us. The Fenton family is fighting tooth and nail to get their son 
back, and we have been doing everything we can to help. We really miss our friend, and we’re 
extremely concerned given the lack of rights protecting him from harm. 


Under that were dozens of other responses from people, many with hundreds of upvotes, all 
expressing support and concern for him and his family. 


He would make it up to them. He’d get his core back and they could return to being Team 
Phantom just like before. He wouldn’t let all their hard work go to waste. 


Hi, first of all thank you all for everything you did for Amity. It was incredibly brave, and I can’t 
imagine how difficult these past few weeks have been for you both. That said, I'll admit that like 
everyone else, until recently I had no idea that Phantom wasn’t acting alone. So I guess my 
question is, was it hard to remain so secret? And do you have any crazy stories of near-misses from 
people almost discovering you both? 


Remaining hidden was very challenging, and there were tons of times where we all nearly got 
caught. No one time stands out in particular for me, but I'll tell you that all three of us got into 
more trouble with teachers than anyone else due to suspicious behavior. -Sam 


There was actually a guy in our class that did discover us (hi, Wes!) and spent the past year trying 
to convince others of what we were doing. Nobody believed him. But it really was Danny’s fault. 
When he’s in a hurry, sometimes he’ll just transform in the middle of the goddamn street. 
Sometimes I wonder how other people didn’t see him. Then again, if you’re not expecting it, it’s 
probably easy to miss. -Tucker 


There were too many comments to read. Thousands of people who were curious about the trio, 

who were concerned about him. Danny scrolled by speculation about the court case, dozens of 

comments wondering what they could do to help, messages from people sharing links to videos 
and articles about him, sharing anecdotes about him, people wondering where was he and what 
was going to happen to him? 


Danny wanted to respond. He wanted to comment on the thread under the Danny Phantom 
username that Tucker had grabbed once he started gaining an audience with the public, he was 
desperate to tell everyone how grateful he was and how much he cherished their support, how 
integral everyone was to his release. 


But he was also desperate for the fame to die down, for his life to return to normal. He wanted to 
go to school. He wanted to prove how mature and stable he was. 


He wanted to get his core back. 


Danny shut his phone off and placed it next to the pills on his nightstand. He pulled the blanket up 
to his chin and let his muscles relax into his mattress. Almost as if on command, the tension in his 


chest let go, allowing peace to radiate through his body. 

He hadn’t realized how tired he was. Or how comfortable this bed was. 
How amazing Sam and Tucker were. 

Yeah. 


This was nice. 


Chapter End Notes 


Seems like things are finally taking a turn for the better for Danny! Or are they... 


But y'all know me, the bringer of fluff and all things good! I could never hurt any of 
my characters! © 


Special thanks to imekitty for being the world's best beta! And to everyone who's 
reading this for getting to this point in the fic. I know it's a long read with sparse 
updates, but I really truly appreciate all the predictions and comments in between 
chapters! 


Thanks for reading! 


School 


Chapter Notes 


Welcome back to the next installment! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


“T get my core back.” 


Jack snapped the handle off the device he was tinkering with. He turned around, a wide smile 
decorating his face. 


One that didn’t quite reach his eyes. 

“Danny, my boy! I didn’t hear you come in! You’re as quiet as a ghost!” 

“Tam a ghost,” Danny said. “I want my core back.” 

Maddie’s and Jack’s eyes met. 

“That was the deal. I leave PHP, I get—I get my core back. I left PHP, so give me my core.” 


“No.” Maddie set down the papers she had been reading. “The deal was you leave PHP and we’d 
talk about giving you access to your core.” 


Danny’s chest felt hot. ““That’s not fair.” 
“Now, Danny—” 
“That’s not fair. I did what you asked, I want...” 


Maddie sighed. “Listen, Danny, we’re just not sure you're ready yet. The past few weeks have been 
amazing and we’re incredibly proud of you for working so hard, but starting school again is a really 
big deal. It’s going to be hard, and we’re just not sure that adding this other huge change is going to 
be healthy for you.” 


“But Iam ready. Mom, Dad, I am. I can’t...I—I can’t—” Danny huffed, crossing his arms. “What 
if a ghost attacks? What am I sup—supposed to do then?” 


“There are sensors and shields all over the school, and your father and I will be alerted 
immediately. If the school gets attacked, the shields activate around the designated areas, and all 
you need to do is follow the standard lockdown procedure with the rest of your classmates.” 


“You know I can’t do that.” As soon as the words left his lips, his mouth dried. Anxiety crept up 
his spine. 


He’d never referenced his own Obsession with his parents before. 


The nod to his ghost half was not lost on his parents either, who exchanged a knowing glance. 
There was a tense moment of silence before Jack finally broke it. “Son, I know it’s hard, but this is 
just the way things are now. You can’t be the hero all the time.” 


Danny felt the crease on his brows sharpen. “I don’t ex— expect to be the hero! It’s for 
protection.” 


“IT know, but—” 
“No, you don’t! That’s the problem! Neither of you know! You’re both...you’re both—” 
You’re both human is what he wanted to shout, but the words failed him. 


“normal. You’re...you don’t have this.” He jabbed at his chest. “We made a deal. I’ m—I’m 
defenseless without my powers. What if something happens at school? Not just ghosts, but...I 
don’t know. Something. I need my core.” 


There was a long stretch of silence. For a moment, Danny thought that he had finally swayed them. 
But then Maddie picked up her research papers again, a clear dismissal of the conversation. 


Danny knew he’d failed. 


“Sorry, hun, but this is our position right now. The original deal was that you needed to prove that 
you could handle being back in school. So prove to us that you can handle being in class, and then 
we’ ll talk.” 


“And you never know!” Jack said. “These next few weeks might fly by so quickly you’ ll forget all 
about the chip!” 


Danny stared at his parents for a moment in disgust. They were just sitting there allowing him to 
suffer even more because why? 


He had done everything they’d asked! Everything. 


But there was nothing more to say. His parents were stubborn, a side effect of being a Fenton. 
There was nothing that he could say to change their minds. He knew that sad truth all too well. 


So he didn’t say anything else. Instead, he simply wheeled away, hopping on the stairlift to his 
room. 


What he wouldn’t give to be able to fly. 


He slammed his door shut and ripped open his nightstand, grabbing the familiar orange 
prescription bottle from the drawer. With trembling fingers, he twisted open the cap and shook a 
small white pill into the palm of his hands. 


He took a moment to study the tablet. Before, he had made a deal with himself: two weeks, leave 
PHP, and he’d stop taking the extra pain medication at night. He would just have to deal with the 
sleepless nights, the nightmares, the anxiety, the burning in his chest. 


But that was under the assumption that he’d have his core back. That the cold in his body would 
wrap around him like a safety blanket. That Phantom would be restored to his former glory. 


Except his parents had lied. Again. 
Just how much longer was he going to be a prisoner in their games? 


Oddly, instead of feeling devastated like he did when he had first uncovered their lies, now all that 
was left was a deep resounding ball of fury surrounded by a fog of pure nothing. Almost like a part 
of him had come to expect this disappointment. 


Because they hated ghosts, and he was a ghost. Albeit, only a half-ghost, but even that was too 

much for his parents to bear. And he knew this deep down. He always did, even when his mom 
defended him that day in the PHP office to the woman who spat at him that he was her "science 
experiment." 


It was always too good to be true. 


So they wanted to watch him dance? Fine. He would dance for them. He would play their stupid 
game until he was the picture-perfect halfa for society's fragile vision. Until his parents could 
finally look at him and realize that he was still just Danny. 


He put the pill in his mouth, tilted his head back, and swallowed. 


“You sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Jazz asked from the doorway. 


Danny munched on his cereal. Truthfully, he did want her to be there to drop him off, and he could 
tell that some weird sibling intuition made her aware of this, but ultimately that didn’t matter. 


To put it simply, she couldn’t come in the car with them. If she had to walk him into the office on 
his first day back, then how would that look to their parents? They already didn’t trust him— 
clearly—and having Jazz there helping him would only increase their concern. 


No, it was better if she was home. Danny needed to do this on his own. He needed to prove that he 
was capable, he was normal, he could go to school by himself. 


He shook his head, swallowing. “Nah, it’s fine.” 
“You sure?” 
“Yeah. It’s—it’s not like I’m going to...be in a classroom. I’m...I’m just going to the LC.” 


Jazz’s eyes searched him, and Danny immediately felt self-conscious under her gaze. But 
fortunately, he had too much practice lying to her face. 


He set his spoon down and offered her a signature annoyed expression. “Jazz,” he sighed 
exasperatedly. “It’s school. Calm down.” 


Like a charm, she threw her hands up and spun around. “Just looking out for you!” 
“Tl be fine.” 


She waved him off and headed for the stairs. Danny waited till she was out of sight and then 
glanced around the kitchen. When he was sure the coast was clear, he tossed the remainder of his 
breakfast in the trash and rinsed off his plate. Despite his desperate attempts to ignore it, nerves 
had been wiggling around in his stomach the entire morning, crawling up his intestines like some 
sort of parasite. 


Which was ridiculous, he tried to reason with himself. It was just school. It wasn’t like he was 
leading legions of ghosts into battle like some feverish nightmare. 


It was just school. It was normal, mundane, and most importantly— human. It was a chance for 
him to prove to the world that he wasn’t some psycho mutant destined to kill everyone around him, 
he was just a regular teenage kid. 


He had just set his plate in the dishwasher when his mother appeared at the doorway, a bright 


smile decorating her face. 

Too bad Danny could feel her emotions. There was no hiding how she was really feeling. 
“Ready?” She asked. 

Danny gave her a thumbs up. “Let’s go.” 


The parking lot was nearly empty when they pulled in. Good, it was far too early for him to 
become a spectacle. Soon—Danny had no doubt—there would be picket lines up and down the 
sidewalk protesting his return to teen society, but for now, the silence was much welcome. 


Maddie helped him out of the car. “According to the email, Mr. Lancer will be in the front office 
waiting for us. We’ll go over the day together, and then Il leave you to it.” 


Danny nodded, settling down in his chair. All he cared about was keeping himself together. There 
could be no slip-ups today, not if he wanted his core back within his lifetime. 


Judging by the quickly increasing anxiety emitting from his mother, he could already tell how deep 
in the hole he was starting from. 


That was fine, he reminded himself. He was doing things his way. He was going to get his core 
back, that was absolute. 


Maddie led them across the parking lot and into a familiar set of doors. The main entrance, usually 
buzzing with students, was silent. Dim. Each footstep from Maddie echoed around the cavernous 
halls. 


It was...odd. Being back. Memories of before flooded his mind, and he recalled the crowded halls 
full of animated voices bouncing off the lockers and tiled floor. He remembered the cliques that 
would huddle by lockers, the kids who frantically copied math homework before classes, the 
footballers who roughhoused in the hallway trying to impress girls who made faces at them from 
the sidelines. He remembered Sam and Tucker chattering about a late-night gaming session or a 
new movie release. 


And now it was quiet. Murmurs from the teacher’s lounge and buzzing from the copy rooms 
wafted into the hall, but there were no squawking voices. No popcorn-laughter. No bright clothing 
smattering the sea of bodies and squeaky sneakers scraping the floor. 


They rounded the corner to the main office, and immediately Danny felt a tension spike in the air. 
The secretary’s fingers halted on her keyboard as her eyes bugged from her head. But before she 
could so much as open her mouth, a bald man sitting to the side leaped up. 


Maddie crossed the threshold and offered her hand. “Mr. Lancer, good to see you again.” 


“Hello, Dr. Fenton. Always a pleasure. And Mr. Fenton.” Mr. Lancer stepped around her and 
finally met Danny’s gaze. He broke out into a warm smile, his crow's feet crinkling next to his 
eyes. “It’s good to have you back.” 


Danny’s finger wiggled, unsure if it too was supposed to raise for a handshake. And then Danny 
realized that he had hesitated for too long and that he was supposed to respond because he was 
turning a new leaf and that he was a model recovery student now and if he didn’t answer Lancer 
then his mother would see it as proof that he couldn’t get his core back and she would withhold it 
for longer. 


He opened his mouth, and then his throat stuck. He remembered the last time he was with Mr. 
Lancer, back when he had his breakdown. 


“We’re both excited to be here,” Maddie said, filling the awkward pause. 


“Yeah,” he got out, well aware of how uncomfortable the air in the office was, how uneasy the 
secretary was, with her eyes burning into his skull. How an admin from an adjacent office was 
gaping at him through her glass door. 


“Why don’t we step into my office, and we can go over the schedule for the semester.” 
Anything was better than being in the front office exposed to anyone and everyone like this. 


Mr. Lancer led the way out, and as Danny turned to follow him, sparing one last glance at the 
window, his heart stopped. 


Sitting in the back of the parking lot was a white van. 
It truly was amazing how quickly his mouth could dry. 


Because, unlike last time, he was absolutely sure who this van belonged to. He hadn’t seen one in a 
while—not since that day—but they used to be all over Amity Park back when he was still active 
as Phantom. And during ghost fights, they would follow him around like baby ducklings 
imprinting on their mother. Sometimes, they wouldn't even wait for a ghost fight and would appear 
even when he was just lazily enjoying the stars. 


Even without the trauma of being kidnapped in one of them, he had seen plenty of the 
government's ghost-assault vans to have their image forever torched into his memory. And with the 
trauma of that day? Well, he could be sure he was never going to forget them. 


“Daniel?” Mr. Lancer’s voice sounded from a distance. 


Danny’s head snapped over to see Mr. Lancer politely holding the office door open for him. Danny 
hadn’t moved, and he wasn’t sure if he could move. He was frozen in place, torn between half of 
him screaming to flee and the other half imploring his body to keep it together, don't freak out, just 
think. 


But he couldn't think. There was nothing else fo think. 
The Guys in White were here. 


He looked back at the window, but the van was already starting to move on. He couldn’t say 
anything to his mother now. By the time she looked, they would be out of sight and then both Mr. 
Lancer and his mother would claim that Danny was having another nervous breakdown and he 
would get yanked out of school again. 


He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t go back to being a prisoner. 


He was so close to his freedom. Too close to just throw it all away. Besides, the Guys in White 
were leaving. They couldn’t touch him. He was fine, he was fine, he was fine. 


“Honey?” His mother asked. 
“Sorry.” Danny’s tongue felt like sandpaper. “Coming.” 


He followed his mother and Mr. Lancer through the hallway and into his office, but Danny wasn’t 


paying attention anymore. He wasn’t present. His eyes were flickering between Mr. Lancer’s face 
and the window, the paper Mr. Lancer handed him and the window. Watching, waiting, always 
waiting for his life to be over. For the Guys in White to come back for him. 


It's fine, it's fine, it's fine. 


He was suddenly hyperaware of his chest and the way it burned. It always hurt, except at night 
when the painkillers knocked all the pain right out of him, leaving him with nothing but brain fog 
and deep sleep. During the day, he didn’t have such a luxury. His chest prickled, the nerves never 
happy. No matter how he sat or stood, they remained a constant reminder of what he went through. 


And they could do that to him again. A chill ran down his spine. He could feel Operative O’s 
smooth fingers gliding down his bare chest— 


Danny wanted to throw up. 


But he didn’t. And he wouldn’t. Not anymore, because he was stronger than that. And he was not 
going back to the government’s possession. 


He wouldn’t. 
“Any questions, Daniel?” Mr. Lancer asked, ripping him back to the present. 


Danny blinked, once again aware that he was being observed by the two adults who had full power 
over his life. “Questions?” Danny asked. 


“About your schedule, or anything at all?” 


Danny looked down, and to his surprise, he was already holding his class schedule. He squinted 
down at the letters only for it to read precisely what he expected: learning center classes for a half- 
day only. 


Still, it would look strange if he said nothing. Maddie and Mr. Lancer might get suspicious. 
He looked at his schedule again. “I have homeroom, yeah?” 


“That is correct,” Mr. Lancer said. “You'll be in my homeroom, and then you’ll head down to 
room 102 for the learning center. Your first three periods will be with Ms. Perez, and then the last 
class will be with Mrs. Russo. I have second period free, so I will be stopping by frequently to help 
you catch up on your studies whenever you need.” 


Danny glanced back out the window, but the van hadn’t returned. 
“Okay.” 


“The school has also given you special permission to have your backpack with you at all times 
since the nature of your injury will make lockers difficult to reach. However, you have still been 
assigned a locker if you would like to use it. Your locker number is at the top of your schedule.” 


“Thanks.” 


The remainder of the meeting passed with no further complications, even if he couldn't help but 
glance back out the window every few seconds. But the van never came back. And the more time 
passed, the more Danny began to consider alternative events. 


Reflection was never good. 


Jazz’s voice played in his head, that it was probably just a news van. And then that domino fell 
onto others and he kept replaying the scene in the main office in his head but the van looked 
fuzzier and fuzzier with each beat. 


Maybe...it wasn’t a Guys in White van. Maybe he was just too anxious because he was now 
officially back out in public. Maybe it was just a news van—it was always just a news van—and 
his brain was messing with him again. Maybe he really was crazy. 


What were the chances that the government would actually show up at a public school where they 
were almost sure to be caught? Was that a violation of the court order? 


Why had no one else reacted to the van? 


The more he pondered it, the more he became sure that he was just going insane. That he was 
paranoid, delusional, that the Guys in White weren’t actually here to stalk him, that he was just in 
that awkward gap between his nightly pain medication wearing off and his morning medication 
kicking in. 


His chest ached, and Danny could feel something deep inside him burn. He fidgeted, yearning to 
reach inside his backpack and take one of his emergency oxycodone pills he’d packed just in case, 
but Mr. Lancer and his mom were here and even if they weren’t, those pills were for emergencies 
only. 


His brain messing with him didn’t count as an emergency. 


Mr. Lancer said something, and his mother responded. Then both sets of eyes were on him, and 
Danny thankfully had enough control to nod and say, “Yeah.” 


His noncommittal response, as dull as it was, seemed to be enough for the adults, who stood from 
their chairs and shook hands. 


“Alright, Danny.” His mother looked down at him. “I'll pick you up later, okay?” 
“Okay, Mom.” 


“Behave, and text me if you need anything.” Maddie hesitated, scrutinizing him for a moment as if 
she wanted to say more, but then she thought better of it. “Bye, honey.” 


“Bye.” 


Mr. Lancer escorted him out into the hallway where students were beginning to trickle into the 
school. He kept his head down, following Mr. Lancer’s lead to class. He could feel a few eyes on 
him, but thankfully, the halls were still barren enough to allow him to quickly slip by. 


Vaguely, he wondered what would happen when the hallways were more crowded. He was half the 
height of everyone else and in a wheelchair. Would he be able to get through the thick hoard of 
bodies without the football cult tripping over him? 


God, that sounded so embarrassing. 


Mr. Lancer pushed open a door, and Danny followed. He took stock of the cheesy posters lining 
the walls and almost sighed in appreciation. 


If there was one thing Danny could count on, it was Lancer’s posters filled with outdated memes 
and Shakespeare puns that were so terrible that even Phantom himself wouldn’t be caught dead 


repeating them. 


“T managed to find an unattached desk for you,” Mr. Lancer said, pointing over to a lone desk with 
a metal chair moved off to the side. “Between you and me, I don’t understand why the school 
system insists on the attached desk design, but nevertheless, we must work with what we have. I 
assume this will be fine for the school year.” 


Danny rolled over to the desk, careful to keep his face blank despite the odd warmth he felt at Mr. 
Lancer’s gesture. Homeroom was only twenty minutes a day, and they rarely even required desks. 
Danny could have just fumbled into a normal desk, just like he had done before. He hadn't even 
realized it, but the anticipation of being so uncoordinated in front of all his old peers had settled at 
the bottom of his stomach like a rock. And now that he was faced with the opportunity to not have 
to face this unknown fear for just a bit longer, he suddenly felt so much lighter. 


Maybe Mr. Lancer wasn’t so uncaring after all. 


“Thanks.” Danny threw his wheelchair brakes on and put his bag down next to him. He pulled his 
notebook and pencil out of his bag, placed them on his desk, and waited. 


Lancer nodded at him and strolled over to his own desk. He settled into his chair and began tapping 
away at his keyboard. 


The air felt awkward, and Danny couldn't help but recall the days of detention with Lancer. He 
remembered sitting at his desk, often the only student in the classroom, trying to will time to move 
quicker. 


He tapped his desk with his pencil, the quiet tapping providing a much-needed knife in the dead 
air. He could hear soft hums from the hallway slowly mount in volume. Sam and Tucker had 
texted him the night before saying that they would get to school early so Danny wouldn’t be alone 
in class, but time was passing, more students were entering the building, and Sam and Tucker were 
still out of sight. 


Snatching his phone from his pocket, he pressed on his home button, eyes skimming for any 
updates from the duo, but his home screen remained frustratingly blank. 


He set down his pencil and leaned back in the chair. He wondered how people would react when 
they saw him. Obviously, his peers knew he was in a wheelchair before. He’d already gone to 
school once, even if those memories mostly eluded him. But back then, he was still recovering 
from surgeries, still visibly underweight, still outwardly recovering from obvious mistreatment. 


But now he was recovered, he was normal. His weight was still a bit low, but far closer to what he 
should be than before. His cast was removed, his bandages, ACE wraps, and gauze were gone as 
well, his eyes no longer had that glazed look (at least, he hoped they didn’t). He was alive again. 


And yet, he was still in a wheelchair. Still disabled. 


He wondered how many of his peers would be surprised by that. After all, couldn’t Danny 
Phantom—a ghost who had defeated Pariah Dark and had been thrown into so many buildings that 
there were entire compilation videos of him with multiple parts on YouTube—bounce back from 
anything? Wasn’t he powerful, wasn’t he unstoppable ? 


Wasn’t he a hero? 


Finally, his phone screen lit up. A text from Sam saying they were running a little late. They were 
ten minutes away. 


Judging by the distinct increase of voices in the hall, ten minutes was going to be too long. 


Anxiety speared his gut, and he flipped his notebook open to a blank page. People were going to 
start flowing into the classroom soon, and he didn’t want to look unoccupied. He didn’t want 
anyone to talk to him. 


Should he doodle? What would he draw? 


What if any of the A-List saw? Would they make fun of him for being a loner and doodling like a 
little kid? 


But if he didn’t do something, then he might accidentally make eye contact with someone, and he 
didn’t think he could handle that. 


Laughter spouted from someone in the hall, someone that Danny recognized. 
Someone that made him automatically flinch. 
Okay, doodling it was. 


He pressed his pencil down to the paper and started drawing Saturn in the margins of his notebook, 
followed by some stars. It was clumsy and awkward and it didn’t feel natural like people always 
claimed doodling felt to them. It was forced, there was too much pressure on him. 


And then the door swung open, and footsteps entered the room with loud voices. 
And stopped. 


Danny held his breath, his pencil frozen inches from his paper. He didn’t want to look up, didn’t 
want to risk seeing the face of the people he knew were at the door. 


There was a beat of silence. 
Then another. 
And another. 


Danny could feel their eyes burning holes through his scalp. He could feel his grip tightening on 
his pencil, he could see his hand trembling above the paper. 


But still, he didn’t dare look up. 


“Ah, Mr. Baxter, Mr. Lee,” came Mr. Lancer’s voice, breaking the spell of mounting pressure in 
the air. “You’re here early. Why don’t you grab your seats?” 


Danny let out a small breath of relief, and the knot in his chest slowly loosened. 
“Sure thing,” Dash’s distant voice said. 
Thankfully, the two didn’t try to sit near Danny. And Danny didn’t look up at them. 


After all, the last time he’d seen either of their faces was in the men’s locker room by the gym, and 
that was a day he’d worked too damn hard to scrub from his memory altogether. 


He wondered what sorts of things they’d told the rest of their classmates. How stupid and weak 
he’d been, how he’d cried into Mr. Lancer’s shoulder like a little kid, how unintelligible his speech 


was, and how much of a Joser he was sitting on the floor of a fucking bathroom surrounded by 
shards of broken glass . 


Half of him wondered if they would come over to him, Mr. Lancer’s presence be damned, and start 
mocking him. “What’s that, Fentoid?” Dash would say. “Scared of your own reflection? I would 
be too if I woke up with your face.” 


Then they’d shove his notebook to the ground and walk away, laughing and high-fiving each other. 
Mr. Lancer would make some half-hearted comment about leaving him alone, and then at lunch, 
the girls in their clique would point and snicker at him as he walked by. 


“He’s so weird,” Paulina would say. 
“What a freak,” Star would agree. 


But that’s not what happened. Dash and Kwan never attempted to go over to his side of the 
classroom, they never jeered at him or knocked his notebook over. They stayed in their corner of 
the classroom, talking again about some party they went to over the weekend and didn’t give 
Danny so much as another glance. 


It was...weird. 


Emptiness pitted in Danny’s stomach, and his vision went unfocused against his notebook. Why 
was it so uncomfortable? Shouldn’t he be thankful that they were ignoring him now? 


Didn’t he want this? Ever since he was a kid? 


But why now? Why, because he was in a wheelchair? Because all of his problems were visible 
now? Why did he get the IEP? Why were teachers helping him? Why was everyone paying 
attention to him and looking at him as more than just a loser, dweeb slacker who was going to 
amount to nothing in life? 


It was because of Phantom. Not because of Fenton. If he was never revealed, then nothing would 
have changed at school. Phantom was the hero, Phantom got the special treatment, and that was the 
only reason why Fenton was no longer some weird loser, why Dash and his gang didn't target him 
anymore, why the teachers suddenly wanted to help him. 


No one knew who he was, not really. And no one cared to ever find out when he was just a human. 


More students entered the classroom, and just like with Dash and Kwan, they would get to the door 
and then a hush would fall over the group. Whispers, eyes on him, confusion and nerves gushing 
from their bodies. 


And Danny tried not to look up. He didn’t want to see all these familiar faces. 


Nobody sat near him. They all populated the other half of the classroom first, giving a wide band 
of space. At first, it was understandable, given that’s where the popular kids were sitting. 


But as more and more people entered the classroom, the true reason became obvious. People just 
didn’t want to sit next to him. 


He was a freak. 


His chest was knotting again and he wished he had something to calm him down. Maybe he should 
have taken something before school. What if he had another meltdown? What if he never got his 


core back? 


Just as his brain started reeling with the implications of being a halfa stuck in a human body for the 
rest of his life, a finger jabbed his arm. 


Danny jolted back with a yelp, flailing his arms up, palms ready to blast his attacker into oblivion. 
A hush immediately fell over the classroom. 


“Whoops! Sorry, dude.” Tucker’s face splintered into view. He threw Danny a mischievous smile. 
“Didn’t think I snuck up on you.” 


“Tucker!” Sam elbowed him. “That was mean.” 
“Tt was an accident! I swear!” 


Sam tried to elbow him again, but Tucker just laughed and danced out of her reach. Danny stared 
up at his two best friends, his heart rate slowing. 


For the first time, Danny could see the faces of everyone in the classroom. All the eyes stared at 
them with a mix of confusion, anxiety, and morbid curiosity. And here his two best friends were in 
the flesh, acting like this was just a normal day at school. 


That nothing was off. That nobody was staring at them. That they were nothing more than invisible 
faces in the crowd. 


“Hey,” Danny said, feeling his lips twitch up. 


It really was amazing how just the mere sight of these two goons sent relief melting through his 
muscles. 


“Yo, space boy!” Tucker slid into the seat behind him, and Sam next to him. 
Just like normal, as if Danny hadn't missed a single day of school. 


It didn’t matter that last year, they would have sat at the back of the room, that now he needed to 
sit in front. It didn’t matter that he was quiet, that he was jumpy, that his voice stuttered, that he 
was different. 


They were still treating him the same as always. 
They liked Fenton, didn’t they? They were the only ones that did. 
Conversation began picking up in the classroom again, and Danny breathed out a sigh of relief. 


“Welcome back, Danny!” Sam said. “We wanted to get here earlier, but Tucker slept past his alarm 
again.” 


“Hey! Don’t throw me under the bus on Danny’s first day!” 

“T can’t throw you under the bus when you were the one driving it, idiot.” 

Tucker sighed all too dramatically, slouching in his chair. “You wound me, Manson.” 

“That seems like a you problem.” Sam rolled her eyes, turning to Danny. “So? How was it?” 


“How...was what?” Danny asked. 


“Whatever your meeting was about this morning. Did you get your schedule?” 


“Yeah, but...” Danny pulled his newly printed schedule from his notebook, handing it to Sam. 
“Tt’s like I told you before. ’m—I’m in the—the...you know...” 


“Oh, so we don’t have any classes together! Too bad. And no lunch together either.” 


“What, no lunch?” Tucker grabbed the paper from Sam’s fingers and scanned the page with a 
downtrodden expression. “Ugh, you mean I’m gonna have to watch Sam eat grass by myself for the 
rest of the semester? Danny, help a guy out here a little.” 


“Sorry,” Danny said, though he wasn’t really sorry at all. “Doctor’s orders.” 
Tucker handed the paper back to Danny, who shoved it back into his backpack. 


The door swung open once more, and against his better judgment, Danny looked over to see who 
the straggler was. And then immediately after, he wished he could take it back. 


Valerie Gray stood there, dressed in a lipstick-red hoodie, staring at him. Her face was 
expressionless, almost cold. A memory flashed before his eyes, one that he could just barely 
remember, of her visiting him in his house when he returned home for the first time. But the 
memory was so fuzzy and Danny couldn’t remember if his stupid, drugged mouth had said 
anything it shouldn’t have. 


More importantly, he couldn’t remember what she had said. If she had yelled at him, apologized, 
or something in between. 


But based on her expression, he wasn’t about to find out. 


She broke eye contact, dropping her bag at the seat nearest to the door. Pulling out her phone, she 
shoved her earbuds in and didn’t look up at him again. 


A few of his other classmates had seemingly noticed the odd interaction, judging by their quirked 
brows and flickering gazes. He felt like a bug under a microscope once more, and the ever-looming 
anxiety began pitting in his stomach again. 


He tried to pay attention to Tucker’s chattering, but he couldn’t help but glance back out the 
window, where there was nothing but a small pathway in front of a sea of trees. 


No white van in sight. 
He really was crazy. 


Sam was talking now about some plants she had purchased for her greenhouse over the weekend. 
Danny tried to follow, but there were too many people and too much tension and curiosity around 
him. Despite his constant reminders that all his fear was in his head, that he was fine, he couldn’t 

help the feeling that everything was wrong. 


He should have taken the extra pill this morning. He was never going to survive school like this. 
Stupid halfa metabolism, stupid safety protocol for medicating minors, stupid FDA. 


More time passed, and Danny tried his best to engage with his friends. He tried to pretend like he 
was Okay, like he was a normal student, that he wasn’t being watched by the whole goddamn 
classroom, hell, the whole world. But as the conversations carried on around him, Danny realized 


just how exhausting it was to keep up with everyone. 


When the bell rang signaling the end of homeroom, he followed his peers into the hallway where 
the rest of the school bustled by. Sam and Tucker gave their cheery goodbyes, and then suddenly, 
he was alone, surrounded by wary students who hadn’t seen him since The Day That Must Not Be 
Named, who all had social media and had seen god knows what articles and videos about him, who 
had all seen the court case that he had yet to watch, all people who knew him when he was just a 
weird loser kid with wack-job parents. 


If he was worried about people trampling over him as he navigated the cramped halls, he shouldn’t 
have been. No, because rather than ignoring his existence like they used to, everyone now parted 
around him like he was Moses traversing the Red Sea. 


Danny paused, his eyes flickering to the schedule in his lap with the room number printed on the 
paper, and pressed on down the hall. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a Save Danny Phantom 
poster still pinned to the wall of the school. He jerked away as if burned, pushed slightly too fast on 
the wheels, and nearly crashed into a student in front of him. 


Damnit, he needed to get a grip. He was fine. 
He didn’t need the emergency pills. His normal medication had kicked in by now, he was fine. 
But his chest still hurt, didn’t it? 


The hallway parted onto a set of mini-stairs up onto a half-floor of the building. This would have 
been fine, as there was typically a ramp just to the right of the steps. But when Danny looked at the 
ramp, his stomach plummeted. 


The ramp was roped off, having been christened with a massive hole in the middle, with scorch 
marks decorating its rim. A ghost fight no doubt. 


One that he wasn’t there to prevent. 

Because he was weak. 

He looked back at the stairs. It was only a couple steps. Surely he could manage this, couldn’t he? 
But then how would he get his wheelchair up the stairs? 

Would it be weird if he asked someone to help him? 


He peeked around, and some people had stopped around him, their body language and emotions 
exuding unease as if they weren’t sure what to do either. They whispered to each other, some 
pointing a bit too obviously his way as if waiting to see if he would stand or not. 


Right. They didn’t know if he even could walk. Danny was still more or less working up the 
courage to attempt it in public. 


If he tried to climb up the stairs, then someone would likely take a video of him. It would end up 
viral in an hour. If he fell or stumbled at all, then the whole world would see it. And everyone 
would know what an incompetent hero he was. 


So walking up the stairs was out. 


Fortunately, this wasn’t the only way up this hallway. If he doubled back, he could go around and 


up the side. Yeah, that would work. 
Then he wouldn’t need to worry about stumbling around like an idiot in front of his classmates. 
He turned around, a new plan formed in his head, only to come face-to-face with Valerie. 


They stared at each other, then the people around them, then back at each other. Valerie opened her 
mouth, taking a deep breath, while Danny wondered if she was seriously crazy enough to do this 
right now. 


“Listen,” Valerie tried, shifting her feet. “I’m sorry about the ramp.” 
Danny put his hands on his wheels, a clear warning. “I have—I have class.” 
And besides, the ramp wasn’t her fault. It was his fault. 


He should have been there, but instead, he was too busy wallowing in his own misery. If he wasn’t 
so selfish and weak then maybe he could have been there when the fight happened instead of 
wasting away in the stupid hospital . 


“Still...” Valerie looked like she wanted to say more, but there were too many keen ears around 
them. “We’ll talk later.” 


Danny grimaced, letting her go. That candid, open conversation with Valerie was one that he had 
spent many hours imagining. He mapped out all the possible worst-case scenarios that it could 
take, all the questions she might ask and the responses he could give. But now that he was faced 
with the conversation’s imminence, he realized just how much he wasn't ready for it. 


He and Valerie just had too much history, too many fights, too many shadows crowding their 
minds to be able to do this. 


And he knew she was going to ask how the accident happened, how he was a halfa, what happened 
with the Guys in White, why he couldn’t walk now. She was going to pry for the details, and 
Danny just wasn’t willing to give those up. 


Well, if there was one bright side to his parents holding Phantom hostage, this was it. No Phantom 
meant no way for Val to seek him outside of school and corner him. 


Not that she could ever catch him when he was Phantom. 


His fingers thrummed on the wheels. That was right, even when he figured out a way to get the 
chip out, he could still hide. He could still run. When he had his core back, no one would be able to 
touch him. Not his parents, not Valerie, not the goddamn Guys in White. 


He ducked his head to hide his grin, traversing down the hall once more. 
Once he got his chip removed, he was going to be unstoppable. And if his parents wouldn't do it? 


Well, he was just going to have to find someone else who would. 


Chapter End Notes 


So...how about that van, huh? 


Hahaha this was interesting to write! We're kinda entering the next 'era' of EWW for 
Danny. He's home, he's able to go out in public a bit now, he's gaining more 
responsibilities and semi-freedom. I'm sure nothing bad will come out of that! 


I absolutely adore reading everyone's predictions and whatnot. Feel free to leave as 
many as you'd like! 


As always, special thanks to imekitty for beta-ing, and also thank you to 
wastefulreverie for letting me be an idea soundboard and for helping me with the 
Valerie bits! 


Thanks for reading! 


The Foleys 


Chapter Notes 


Wow I sorta dropped off the face of the earth! If you follow me on Tumblr, 
(@lexosaurus) you may have seen some things. I'm not gonna get into it here, but I'm 
REALLY excited to release this chapter and I've also been trying my best to get ahead 
on the next few scenes so this large gap doesn't happen again. 


Summary of fic so far: Danny was accidentally outed to the world via a weapon from 
Skulker (who got it from Vlad). The government immediately whisked him away for a 
month where he was used as a battery while also experiencing torture that broke his 
spine and resulted in mental health problems such as PTSD and some issues around 
food. Upon returning to school too soon, he suffered a breakdown and was admitted to 
inpatient therapy, where his parents implanted a chip in his neck that blocked him 
from using his ghost powers. They have not taken it out yet despite Danny graduating 
from both inpatient and a PHP program. During one of several arguments about it, 
they told Danny he must prove he can attend classes without issues in order to have his 
ghost powers back, and to speed things up, Danny began abusing the leftover drugs he 
got from his surgeries/recovery at the hospital. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


“He did really well today,” his physical therapist told Maddie. “We’re making great progress.” 
Maddie beamed down at him. “That’s wonderful, sweetie.” 


“Keep exercising and stretching at home—especially those stairs—and I think we’ll be able to start 
incorporating the crutches into our sessions next week.” 


Danny brightened. “Really?” 


“Oh yeah,” the physical therapist said. “It’s really incredible how strong your healing factor is. 
Your spasticity is decreasing, your foot drop tendencies are decreasing, and it really seems like 
your body is also healing the nerves on its own. In the last month alone, you’ ve progressed at an 
astronomical rate, which is unusual given the timeline for your injury. Normally, after a few 
months, we see progress begin to slow, but in your case, it almost seems like it’s speeding up. Once 
we can get your balance a little bit better, we’ ll have more options for your mobility at home aside 
from just the walker and wheelchair.” 


Maddie smoothed the hair on Danny’s head. “Ectoplasm typically acts as a poison to a human. But 
with the way Danny’s biology is, he managed to land in an extremely rare and specific 
circumstance where his ectoplasm and white blood cells can get along. So when an injury happens 
to the body, the ectoplasm acts as an aid to heal it.” 


“Yeah, it’s amazing. I don’t know many people who could bounce back from an injury like this, 
kid. You should be really proud of yourself.” 


Danny let out a sheepish grin, rubbing the back of his neck. “Thanks.” 


“Alright, skedaddle.” The therapist waved toward the clock mounted on the wall. “My next 
patient’s waiting for me.” 


“Thanks so much, we’ll see you on Thursday!” Maddie said. 


Danny followed his mother out the door and fluidly transferred into the passenger seat of the car. 
He’d been back at school for a few weeks now, and things had fallen back into a routine. School, 
then he went either home, to PT, or therapy, and he had his IOP meeting, and then he was home 
for the evening. His days were busy, but they were structured. 


And the structure was good. He could handle that. 


IOP turned out to be just a shorter version of PHP. It lasted just a few hours, and the topics mainly 
focused on practicing coping strategies at home. Coping strategies that Danny found he didn’t 
really need. 


He already had coping strategies. 


Nevertheless, he participated. And then each week, the therapists told his parents how fantastic he 
was doing, and his parents showered him with praise, and then they went home and disappeared 
into the lab. 


They never invited Danny into the basement, and Danny never asked to join. 


He knew that they were hoping he would just give up on getting the chip out. But if they were truly 
expert ecto-researchers, they should have known that their hopes were futile. 


Because, like it or not, Danny had a core. And as a halfa, he needed access to it. 


Whatever. If they wanted to live in a sea of their own denial, then Danny would let them. He had 
his coping strategies, he was getting better, and that’s what was important. 


IOP that day was just like all the others, and when Maddie picked him up afterward, she once 
again told him how well he was doing before settling into their usual silence in the car ride home. 


Only this time, Danny had something else on his mind. Which was the problem in his drawer. 


Thankfully, he had found another bottle of painkillers in his parents’ medicine cabinet. But that 
didn’t change the fact that he was now down to his last bottle. Once this ran out, he would have 
nothing left. 


And based on how much his parents were ignoring the elephant in the room, Danny was going to 
need extra assistance. 


“Mom,” Danny kept his eyes on his lap. “My uh—you know, my chest...” 


From the corner of his eyes, he could see Maddie’s hands tighten their grip on the steering wheel. 
And he didn’t blame her. His chest wasn’t exactly a topic either of them had brought up outside of 
therapy before. 


And even in therapy, he hadn’t gone that far in detail about what really happened. Granted, he 
didn’t remember much, but that didn’t mean that the parts he was conscious for hadn’t tattooed 
themselves into his brain. 


He powered on. “It’s—well, uh, it’s...it’s not really good.” 


“What do you mean by that, hun?” Maddie asked. “Has it been hurting a lot?” 


“Yeah.” He pressed his hand to his shirt. “Especially now that—now that I’m walking more. My 
back and legs too. It’s really—really affecting everything.” 


That part wasn’t even a lie. Now that those muscles were getting more use, most of his time off the 
heavy painkillers was spent in a constant stream of burning pain. 


“Have you told this to the physical therapist?” 


“Yeah, but—and she gave me stretches. But they’re not—they—they’re not really working. I don’t 
know, can’t the doctors just give me something?” 


Maddie sighed. “I can take you back to your doctor, but hun, I don’t know how much more pain 
management they can give you. Your dosages are already very high.” 


“Can we just try? Please?” Danny tried to not let the desperation leak into his voice. 


“Yeah, we can try. But don’t get your hopes up,” Maddie said. “Unfortunately, despite your 
physiology, there are still laws that the doctors have to follow. Even if your body can handle higher 
doses, they may not be able to prescribe it. I’m sorry, it’s just one of the things you’re going to 
have to deal with.” 


Danny folded his arms and glared out the window. 


“Sorry, hun. We can see about switching you to something else, but I don’t know how much better 
it ll be.” 


“Tt’s just unfair.” 
“T know. But there’s not much we can really do about it.” 
““So—so what, I’m just ex—expected to be in pain for the—for the rest of my life?” 


Maddie pursed her lips. “It won’t be forever. Your nerves will heal eventually; it’s one of the perks 
of having ectoplasm in your system. It’s just going to take a little while.” 


“Wonderful.” Danny rolled his eyes. “Well, can I at—can [ at least talk to him first?” 
“Sure.” 


That wasn’t necessarily an optimistic view. If he couldn’t get more painkillers from his doctor, he 
would have to find another way to get them. 


In an ideal world, he would just break into a drugstore as Phantom invisible and steal a 
prescription. But there were a few issues with that. First off, he didn’t even have access to 
Phantom. Second, stealing from a drugstore would mean taking medication away from someone it 
was actually prescribed for, which would cause the victim more pain. This went against the very 
nature of his Obsession, so that too was off the table. 


The other option would be to find a local drug dealer and get something from him. The problem 
was, he was Danny Phantom. He was recognizable anywhere. If he started asking around for 
information, people would notice. Not to mention, ask the wrong person and they’d instantly report 
him to the police to be arrested again. 


And thus, that solution was an instant failure as well. 


Danny slumped in his seat. Well, it wasn’t like he really needed the painkillers anymore. He was 
doing fine on his own. He could probably just wean himself off at the end of this bottle and he 
would be fine. 


But wasn’t it only thanks to these extra painkillers that you’re doing well now? A little voice in his 
head whispered. [f you stop taking them, won’t the facade be ruined? 


No, he insisted. There was no facade, he was better now. 


Then that settled it. If he couldn’t get more from his doctor, then he would wean himself off of the 
painkillers. And then he would be back to normal. 


The door flew open with such speed that Danny wondered how its hinges didn’t fall onto the 
concrete. 


“Danny!” Tucker yelled, jumping down the front steps. “Hey, glad you could make it!” 


“Um...” Danny raised a gift bag from his lap. “My—uh, my mom told me—told me to bring this 
for your mom. As a thank-you.” 


Maddie hadn’t explained it in so many words, but Danny could only assume that Angela Foley, a 
longtime friend of Maddie, had taken to baking more than a few casseroles during Danny’s trial. 
Hence, the bottle of Chardonnay in the shiny green bag. 


“Oh, dope!” Tucker stopped in front of Danny and held out his hand. “Here, I got it. Let’s get 
inside. Oh, hang on, one sec. Where’s Sam?” 


As if on cue, a black bob popped out from the open doorway. Out came Sam, a wide smile 
adorning her face. 
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“Hey, Danny! You made it!” she exclaimed, skipping down the porch. 


“Course.” Danny felt the last of his nerves wash away, and he offered his giddy friends a small 
smile in return. “Wouldn’t miss it.” 


“My mom’s so excited,” Tucker said, passing off the gift bag to Sam. “You better be hungry, she 
cooked enough food to feed a family of twelve.” 


Danny snorted, standing up and taking his first steps forward on the uneven driveway. While the 
Foley residence was far more “homey” than the Fentons’, it wasn’t exactly wheelchair friendly. 
This wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, as far as his physical therapist was concerned. She kept telling 
him he needed to get more practice using his walker in public anyway. While Tucker’s house 
wasn’t necessarily public, it was a good first step. 


“Good thing that chair was out, huh?” Tucker said, nodding towards the metal folding chair that 
Danny had been occupying. One that Danny was sure was just pure coincidence that it happened to 
be hanging around outside next to Tucker’s driveway, despite it living exclusively in their 
basement before. 


“Sure,” Danny said. “Crazy that it ended up there. Good thing I found it.” 
“You’re a true hero in my heart.” 


“Oh, shut up.” 


The drop-off had been a point of contention between Danny and Maddie that day. She had spent 
the majority of the day insisting that she was going to help him inside. But since Danny couldn’t 
think of anything more humiliating than being helped inside Tucker’s residence in front of all of 
his neighbors by his mother, they compromised on this plan instead. 


That way, Danny could have some semblance of dignity. 
“Alright, just a couple steps.” 


Danny grabbed onto Tucker’s arm with one hand and maneuvered his walker sideways with the 
other. 


“You okay?” Sam asked. 


“All good,” Danny said, hoping his voice didn’t sound too breathy. Stairs were somewhat of a new 
addition to his exercise plan. 


“Okay, just keep holding onto me. Sorry, we haven’t replaced our railing yet after Uncle Frankie 
fell through it.” 


Danny nodded absentmindedly, focusing on making sure the walker wasn’t about to slip out from 
under him. But after a torturous minute, they managed to reach Tucker’s porch. 


He paused at the top, leaning onto his walker for support. Like hell he was going to greet Angela 
for the first time after months sounding like he’d just run a marathon. Thankfully, Sam and Tucker 
didn’t say anything. And if they were giving him pitying looks, well, Danny was too busy studying 
the ground to notice. 

“Sorry, I’m good,” Danny said after a moment. 

“You want me to get a chair?” Sam asked. 

“No, no. Pll be—I’m fine. Just...” Danny took a few deep breaths. “Okay. Okay, I’m good now.” 
After ascending the creaking porch steps, taking that final step into their house was a piece of cake. 


And what a delightful cake it was. 


Instantly, Danny was hit with the aroma of home-cooked food wafting from the kitchen. The living 
room was warm against the December air drafting from the open door, and the home was 
decorated in deep, earthy colors that reminded Danny of a log cabin in the woods. 


“Mom! Danny’s here!” Tucker shouted, kicking off his shoes. 


Danny could hear a pan slam down on the counter before footsteps hurried around the kitchen 
arch. 


“Danny!” Angela hurried over, dusting her hands off on her purple dress. Her dark eyes shone in 
the lamplight, and she surveyed him once before gently wrapping her arms around him and pulling 
him into her warm embrace. 


“Hi, Mrs. Foley.” Danny felt his voice crack, and he blinked away the mist that threatened to form 
in his eyes. He melted into her shoulder, wrapping his own arms around her. 


He had been so preoccupied in the last few months, that he had almost forgotten how good an 
Angela hug was. 


“Oh, sweetheart, it’s so good to see you. So wonderful.” Angela pulled back and took stock of him 
again. “Look at you, standing tall and everything. Oh, you’ ve grown so much.” 


He ducked his head, hiding the blush that he was sure was forming on his cheeks. “I don’t know 
about that.” 


“Nonsense! You’re definitely taller than when I last saw you.” She cupped her hand on his cheek, 
bringing his eyes back to hers. “You’re so grown now. Definitely not a little kid anymore, huh? Oh, 
sweetheart, I’m just so glad to see you.” 


“You too.” 


“And Danny, I am just so proud of you, you know that? So proud. You’re such a wonderful boy 
and I’m so thankful that you’re home now.” 


Something slimy wormed in his stomach. Something that felt fake, like guilt. 
He shook that feeling away. 


She stepped back to wag a finger at him. “And don’t you ever scare us like that again, young man. 
You hear me?” 


“Lay off, Mom,” Tucker said from behind him. “It wasn’t his fault the government got handsy.” 


“Tucker Norris Foley!” Angela dropped her hand from Danny’s face and glared past him. “Watch 
your mouth!” 


“Yeah, Tuck.” Danny could feel Sam’s facepalm. 
“Tt’s fine,” Danny reassured. 


Seeming to remember that Danny was standing in front of her, Angela melted into a smile again. 
She patted his shoulder with a “good boy” and turned back to the kitchen. 


“T hope you kids are hungry,” she said, beckoning them forward. “I have the chicken in the oven 
with mashed potatoes and beans on the stove. Maurice called a few minutes ago, his meeting ran 
late but he should be home any minute now.” 


“Thank you.” Danny carefully lowered himself onto the couch and bent down to take off his shoes. 


“Oh, sweetie,” Mrs. Foley’s concerned voice called out. “Is it easier if you keep your shoes on? 
You don’t need to take them off, no need.” 


Tucker’s face morphed into one of complete shock and awe as if he couldn’t believe the words he 
was hearing from his mother. 


Warmth pooled in Danny. But naturally, he tried to downplay it. “No, it’s fine. I don’t want to—I 
walk without shoes in my home.” 


If anything, that just made Angela even more concerned. “Well, whatever is easier for you!” 
Danny quickly slipped his sneakers off and set them to the side. “Thank you.” 
“Well, come on in! Tucker, don’t be rude, get your friend a drink.” 


Danny tried not to act too sheepish as he awkwardly pulled himself up from the low, squishy 


couch, well aware that Mrs. Foley was studying his every move. 
Thankfully, Sam came to the rescue. “Mrs. Foley? This is from Mrs. Fenton.” 


Angela plucked the bag from Sam’s grasp and read the little note attached to the strings. “Oh, she 
didn’t have to do this! Danny, your mother is so sweet.” 


“You know her,” Danny said, gesturing to the air as if that explained everything. 
“Still, tell her I said thank you.” 

“You want a soda or water?” Tucker called from the kitchen. 

“Water’s fine.” 


Sam pressed a hand on his back and peered over at him, her expression back to that strangely shy 
visage she’d been wearing ever since he’d gotten back from inpatient. “Let’s grab seats in the 
kitchen.” 


They followed Tucker into the kitchen, and Danny slumped down into a chair that Sam had pulled 
out for him, feeling more than a bit useless as the others bustled around him, setting plates and 
silverware down on the table. 


“Anything I can do to help?” Danny offered, knowing that there was, in fact, nothing he could help 
with. 


As expected, Angela waved him off. “No! You just get comfortable. We’re nearly done here.” 
“Okay.” 

“So how have you been? You’ ve been healing well?” 

“Uh, yeah. It’s going well. I’ve been doing—going to PT. Um, for my spine and everything.” 
“That’s wonderful, Danny. They’ ve been good to you?” 


“Yeah, they have a lot of stuff there. You know, to wake my muscles up. Some of it—it is really 
cool.” 


And he meant it. Despite his wishes to avoid any celebrity treatment, he wasn’t blind to the fact 
that the newest rehabilitation center he’d been attending was paying special attention to him. There 
wasn’t just one physical therapist assisting him during sessions—there were three. All of them 
specialized in treating spinal cord injuries, and he’d been told the physical therapist leading his 
sessions was one of the best in the country. He had access to all the equipment and modern 
technology that he could dream of, and he knew that if there was anything he ever needed, it would 
be ridiculously easy to get ahold of it. 


Part of him did feel more than a little guilty. If he were just Danny Fenton, and not Phantom, he 
wouldn’t have half the support he did now. And he could see it online, the jealousy from other SCI 
patients as they caught glimpses through photos and videos of his progress. 


He’d seen the comments. 
Damn, imagine how much that all costs. 


Wish I could afford that treatment. 


And he felt them all. He knew how lucky he was, and he was aware that he had taken it for granted 
before. He knew the weeks he’d spent moping about his disability and rejecting help were a slap in 
the face to everyone out there begging for even a sliver of the tools he had now. 


But he had grown, he was stronger, and he was determined. Now that he was ready to work hard, 
he might as well take advantage of all the tools available to him. 


Angela’s voice cut through his thoughts. “And how’s school going? You been catching up 
alright?” 


Danny rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s been fine. School, you know.” 

“The other kids aren’t giving you any trouble, are they?” 

Tucker shot his mom a look of pure embarrassment and let out a low, “Mom!” 

Out of politeness, Danny pretended not to notice the interaction. “No, it’s been fine.” 

“That’s good, that’s good.” Angela set a casserole dish full of mashed potatoes on the table. 

Just then, a rumbling sounded from the garage. 

“Oh good, Maurice is home. Just in time,” Angela said, leaving the kitchen to greet her husband. 


Danny sipped from his water glass, glad to have a break from the questions. Talking so casually 
about his situation still felt odd. The last time he’d seen Angela was at their Fourth of July 
barbeque, and they’d spoken about his plans for the summer and going to the gaming convention 
with Tucker. 


It felt like so long ago, and at the same time, it felt like he’d just seen her yesterday. He wished he 
could go back to that barbeque and that they all could have just had the fun, lazy summer they had 
been planning. 


“Refill?” Tucker asked. 

To Danny’s surprise, he realized that his water glass was empty. “Sure, thanks.” 

“Don’t mention it.” 

Sam slipped into the seat next to him, giving him that silent look that asked “you okay?” 
Danny quirked his lips into a small smile and offered a subtle nod. 


“Well, well, well!” Maurice’s jovial voice entered the kitchen. “If it isn’t Danny Phantom himself! 
How you doing, kid?” 


Instead of feeling taken aback by Maurice’s forthcoming words, Danny felt his stomach unknot as 
gratitude washed over him. He never said it out loud, but he had been stressing over this dinner all 
week. For two years, he had been Phantom. And for two years, he had been inadvertently putting 
their son in danger just by association. 


He expected them to be angry and disgusted with him. He expected them to want nothing to do 
with him, to curse him out and shame him for daring to associate with their son. 


But he should have known better. 


Maurice and Angela weren’t like those people online, the woman who yelled at him in the PHP 
lobby, or the Mansons who had made it explicitly clear that they wanted nothing to do with him 
anymore. They weren’t the type of people to cut someone out of their lives for being a little 
different. 


Hell, they raised Tucker. Even though they were both self-proclaimed “technologically illiterate,” 
they still did their best to engage in their son’s hobby with him. It was silly to think that they might 
shut Danny out because he was Phantom. 


Danny stood, using the table for support with one hand and the other to reach out and offer a 
handshake. 


Maurice’s bushy mustache rose into a genuine smile, and he clasped Danny’s hand with his own. 
“Wow, look at you! You bounced back quickly, eh?” 


Danny motioned over to the walker that Sam had put against the wall. “Not totally, but—but we’re 
getting there.” 


Maurice waved him off and dropped his work bag against the wall. “That’s alright, kid. Just keep 
working hard!” 


Grinning, Danny sat back down. “Thanks.” 


Tucker and Angela settled into their seats, and Maurice grabbed two wine glasses from the cabinet. 
The comfortable routine and open ease of the Foleys were not lost on Danny. He wished his 
family’s dinners were like this. Well, for his parents and Jazz they certainly were, but not for him. 


But the Foleys weren’t ones for stewing in silence. 

“So, Phantom, huh?” Maurice said, casually pouring wine into the glasses. 
“Yeah, that’s me.” 

“The whole time?” 

Tucker facepalmed. “Dad. ” 

“What? I’m only asking!” 


“Tt’s fine, Tuck.” Danny chuckled. Weirdly enough, Tucker’s dad seemed like the most reasonably 
curious person Danny had talked to since his identity was blown. “Yeah. It’s been—been me the 
whole time.” 


“Huh, how ‘bout that,” Maurice mused, setting one of the glasses down in front of Angela, who 
accepted it readily. 


“Well,” Maurice continued. “I guess this is a bit late, but I should thank you for saving my life 
when that box guy showed up in our office that day. What was his name again?” 


Danny racked his brain for the memory of this. “The Box Ghost?” 
“Yeah, that’s the guy!” 
“Dad, I don’t know if Danny capturing the Box Ghost is exactly saving your life, but okay.” 


Sam snorted, covering her face with her hand. 


But Maurice took the jabs in stride, wearing his own grin to match. “Well, maybe not in the literal 
sense, but he certainly saved me from having to spend hours redoing all that filing! Old Boxy was 
about to make a mess out of our archive papers! Thanks to Danny, there were only a few boxes that 
got messed up instead of the entire shelving unit.” 


“Well, I’m glad to have been of service.” 


“Okay, food’s ready, everyone! Let’s eat. Oh, Sam, I accidentally left your tofu next to the stove 
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“T got it, Mrs. Foley! Thank you!” 


Following Tucker’s lead, Danny plopped some food onto his plate and dug in. As brilliant as his 
own parents were, the culinary skill didn’t exactly run in the Fenton family genes, and he could 
only take so many reanimated chicken legs jumping off his plate before he started seeking food 
elsewhere. Namely, the Foley household. 


Angela and Maurice had never shooed him away, and they never made him feel unwelcome in 
their home. And over the years, Danny had become such a staple in their lives that they often 
jokingly introduced him as their pseudo-adopted son to their friends and guests. 


It was amazing how some things didn’t change. 


Even after everything, the nightly routine didn’t falter. Tucker still rambled to his father about 
some new technological breakthrough, Sam and Angela still talked about their backyard vegetable 
gardens, and Danny was still the quiet observer, occasionally chiming into whichever conversation 
grabbed his attention. 


It was as if he’d never left. 


“So Danny, do you think you’ ll be back out there soon?” Maurice asked, turning the conversation 
back to him once more. 


Tucker gave him a sideways glance, one that Danny couldn’t decipher, but otherwise didn’t say 
anything. 


“Soon, hopefully. At—at the rate that ’m...progressing. Hopefully,” Danny said. 
“You taken your ghost side for a spin yet at least?” 


“No.” Danny poked at his mashed potatoes, careful to not let his face show his annoyance. “We’ re 
being...cautious.” 


“Well, that makes sense,” Angela said. “You don’t want to do anything too dangerous while your 
body is still healing.” 


Danny wanted to explain how his ectoplasm was actually beneficial to his human side, but he bit 
his tongue. 


“Well, whenever you get the pass from your doctors, we’ll be there for you!” Sam said. 
“Yeah, “course,” Tucker agreed. 
“You'll have a lot less to do now with all those new companies anyway,” Angela said. 


Danny glanced over at her. “Huh?” 


“You know,” she continued, waving her fork. “All the new popups in the city. Ghost control is 
becoming much more popular now. There’s even a license that the government developed for 
people wanting certification for their businesses.” 


“Ghost control?” 

“Tt’s a lot nicer sounding than ‘ghost hunting,’” Sam quipped. “But it’s basically the same thing.” 
Something ugly curled in Danny’s stomach. 

New ghost hunting businesses? In Amity Park? 

How had he not heard of this? 


Was this yet another thing his parents were keeping from him? Sam and Tucker too? Why had no 
one told him that other hunters were trying to take over his turf? 


“Don’t worry ‘bout ‘em,” Tucker said through a mouthful of food. He swallowed at the glare of his 
mother and offered Danny a cheesy thumbs-up. “They’re all idiots. Not nearly as good as you.” 


“Still, a bit of a break never hurt anyone,” Angela said. “Especially with all the college entrance 
testing and applications coming up soon!” 


“Ugh, don’t remind me.” Tucker made a show of fake gagging, to which Angela rolled her eyes. 
“My parents are still hopeful I'll become a lawyer,” Sam said. 

“In their defense, you would be pretty good at it.” 

“Oh, shove off, Tuck.” 

“What do you want to do, Sam? Have you thought about it at all?” Angela asked. 


Sam cocked her head, resting her hand under her chin. “I dunno, something with the environment. 
Somebody needs to do something about climate change if the government won’t.” 


“Very fitting for you, dear! And what about you, Danny? I know you’re rather busy right now, but 
have you given any thought to it lately?” 


Before he could answer, Maurice snapped his fingers. “Didn’t you want to work for NASA? I bet 
they’d love to have a half-ghost on board their rockets!” 


Danny blinked, once again shaking off the shock of how easily the Foley family adapted to the 
concept of Danny being not all human. 


“J—uh—yeah...” Danny sputtered. “I mean, that’s still the goal. I just don’t know...with my 
physiology...” 


“Bah!” Maurice waved him off. “What’s there not to know? They’d be lucky to have you, kid.” 
Warmth crept along Danny’s skin, and he felt a genuine smile flicker on his lips. “Thanks.” 


“Whatever, while you losers worry about your careers, I’1l be making bank from my computer 
programmer salary!” 


“You have to get into college first, Tucker,” Angela said. 


“Have you no faith in me, mother?” 
Angela took a bite of her food, chewing slowly as her eyes glinted in an unsaid comment. 


Tucker blanched. “Okay, okay, I hear ya loud and clear. I solemnly swear that I will study for my 
next math test. Happy?” 


“Very.” 
Danny snickered, covering his mouth as he did so. He caught Sam’s eye, who grinned in return. 


Damn, he really had missed simple nights like these. Ones where he didn’t have to worry about the 
Guys in White, PT, his parents, school, or anything else interfering with his life. He could just sit 
here and have a normal night of banter with his friends and the Foleys. 


“There’s plenty more food if you want it, dear,” Angela said. “Don’t be shy!” 
“Thanks, Mrs. Foley.” 


Yeah, this was nice. Maybe he should do this more often. 


“We have to think of a plan,” Danny said. 

“Oh?” Sam tilted her head. “What plan?” 

“To get in contact with Frostbite so he can remove my chip.” 

“Chip?” Tucker asked. 

“Yeah, the one in my neck that’s blocking off my powers.” 

Sam gave him an odd look. “Why don’t you just ask your parents to remove it?” 


Danny huffed and flopped back on Tucker’s red and gray rug, staring up at the textured ceiling. 
The painkiller had worn off and his chest was starting to burn, but the mild stretch he got from 
lying down felt nice. “Because they won’t remove it. I already—I already asked them. Multiple 
times. They won’t...won’t do it.” 


“Did they say why?” Sam asked. 


“Yeah.” Danny made a face. “Said that I wasn’t ready. Or something, I don’t know. They’re 
scared of Phantom, I think. Just like—yjust like before.” 


“That can’t be right,” Sam said. “Danny, they were stuck in their ways before, but it seems like 
they’ve really come around.” 


“They won’t take the chip out, though. That doesn’t really sound like coming around to me,” 
Danny said bitterly. 


“Well, it sounds like they just don’t think you’re ready for Phantom. I’m sure they’re collaborating 
with your doctors—” 


“What do you mean, ready?” 


Sam looked thoroughly uncomfortable. “You know, I mean your physical health. You're still in 


PT, and—” 

“Why are you defending them?” 

Sam and Tucker exchanged a glance. 

“What?” Danny asked, annoyed. 

Tucker diverted his gaze, and Sam just sighed. 

“Danny...” she started. 

Danny really didn’t like that tone she was using. 

“You haven’t been home for that long. You’re still healing.” 
“And?” 

“Well...” 


Danny sat up, deciding he didn’t want to hear whatever excuse she was trying to dance around her 
feelings with. “What about you, Tuck? Why—why so quiet? You can’t agree with them.” 


Tucker pointedly refused to make eye contact. 


“Come on.” Danny heard the tension in his voice. “You’re my—my best friend. You can’t...you’re 
gonna help me, right?” 


Tucker’s eyes flickered up to the ceiling. Finally, he breathed out, though that didn’t help his tone 
sound any less stiff. “Danny, don’t you think it’s a little soon?” 


“Soon? It’s fucking December.” 

“T know, but—” 

“The Guys in White had me in July.” 

“Right, I get that, but I mean...[ don’t know, you know what I’m saying, dude, right?” 


No. Danny did not know what he was saying. And he couldn’t hold back the mix of disbelief and 
anger in his voice when he responded with, “Are you fucking kidding me?” 


Sam opened her mouth, arms poised to backtrack, but Danny wasn’t having it. “You both—you 
guys both—you’re siding with them?” 


“Now, hang on, Danny—” 


“You both know me! You—you guys used to encourage me to embrace my ghost half! But now... 
but now you’re side—siding with my fucking parents ?” 


“Danny, just listen to us,” Sam said. “We’re not siding with them. I personally think it’s wrong to 
keep Phantom from you, and I know Tucker feels the same.” 


“So then what’s the issue?” 


“What we’re trying to say is that we don’t think, with everything going on, that it’s a good idea for 
you to go behind their back on this one so soon. You nearly died, Danny. It’s way more 


complicated than it used to be.” 


Danny felt his eyes flare. He may still have had some trouble processing speech, but he wasn’t an 
idiot. He knew backtracking when he saw it. 


“Phantom is me. I don’t—I don’t care that he makes my parents uncomfortable. I can’t just...bury 
him because it’s hard for them. I thought you guys understood that.” 


“We do understand!” Sam insisted. 
“No, you obviously don’t.” 


“But if you are having conflict,” Sam continued as if Danny hadn’t refuted her. “Then you need to 
bring it up at therapy! That’s what it’s there for!” 


Danny couldn’t help but laugh sardonically. “Oh, that’s fucking rich coming from—from you, the 
one who has such healthy communication standards at—at home!” 


“Come on, guys.” Tucker looked pained. “Don’t do this.” 

“What’s your goddamn problem, Danny?” 

“My problem is all of you! You’re all keeping things from me—” 
“Keeping things? Us? Danny, we’ve been on your side this entire time!” 


“My parents with the—the court case. And—and the freaking core, how nobody wants me... 
apparently, nobody wants me to have—to have my core! And now you two with the whole ghost 
control business thing!” 


“What?” Tucker asked. “Us with the what?” 
“You know, the government ghost control!” 
“You mean those popup businesses?” 

“Yes, those fucking things!” 


“Because we didn’t think that mattered, Danny!” Sam said in an exasperated tone. “It’s not like it’s 
the first time some stupid untrained ghost hunters have moved into this town. You had more 
important things to worry about—” 


Danny knew that by now his eyes were fully glowing. “That’s just it! That’s the fucking 
problem!” 


“What?” 


“This all is!” The itch to stand up and pace around the room had never been so strong. “You—you 
all are! Everyone’s deciding for me and keep—keeping the truth from me because you think I 
can’t handle it!” 


“That’s not true.” 
“Tt is true! You’re all cutting me out—” 


Sam guffawed. “Us cutting you out? Oh, that’s rich.” 


“Guys, stop. ” 
“No, please continue. I would Jove to hear the truth for once!” Danny spat out. 


“Oh, you want the truth?” Sam said, finally rearing her glare at Danny. “You want the truth but 
apparently you couldn’t even be bothered to come to us when you hit rock bottom! Do you even 
know what that was like? To find out that your best friend tried to kill himself at school from Dash 
of all people?” 


“Sam!” Tucker hissed. 
Danny saw red, and then his vision was blanketed in green. 
How dare she bring that up when he had worked so hard to forget about it. 


“Dash spent years tormenting us!” Sam continued. “And yet he and the rest of his fucking friends 
had to be the ones to tell us what happened! Even beyond just that, we don’t know anything about 
the Guys in White that’s not secondhand information because you won’t tell us!” 


“Jeez, ’'m so fucking sorry that I had a psychotic break with Dash and not you. Next time I'll be 
sure to plan it around your fucking—” 


“That’s not the point, Danny! The point is that you don’t trust us. We’re your best friends and we 
care about you and want to be there for you but that’s impossible when you shut us off but let 
people like Dash in!” 


“Well, Pll let Dash know he can join the fucking club, then! Along with Vlad and the Guys in 
White and all—all of my other fucking enemies who now know more about me than anyone I 
actually give a shit about!” 


“If you would just talk to us—” 


“Vlad? What’s Vlad got to do with this?” Tucker cut in, his brow furrowed. When he looked up at 
Danny, his eyes were piercing. “What did Vlad do?” 


“Nothing! I don’t know!” Danny yelled, throwing his hands up. “He’s Vlad, what do you expect?” 
“Danny, does Vlad know something? About what happened? Like, with the government?” 
Danny’s mouth snapped shut, and he was sure his glare was bright enough to cook an egg. 


“You’re kidding.” Sam laughed, her voice full of tired vitriol. She dragged her hand over her eyes. 
“You’re fucking kidding me. You don’t trust us, but Vlad knows everything. That’s fantastic, 
Danny, what a great support system you have.” 


“Shut up. You don’t know what happened.” 


“But Vlad does?” Sam crossed her arms defensively. “Since he knows so much , why bother 
coming to us about the chip at all? Why not ask him for advice?” 


“Oh yeah, because I obviously wanted him to find out everything! Are you really that stupid?” 
“Guys, calm down—” 


“Then fucking talk to us! We weren’t there, we don’t know what the hell happened!” 


“Exactly! You weren’t the one who spent weeks dying in—dying in a fucking cell surrounded by 
your own blood and piss!” Danny yelled. 


The room was deathly silent. 
“ You weren't there. You have no idea—no idea what it was...you have no idea.” 


Sam looked stricken. She knelt down on the floor and lightly clasped Danny’s hand between her 
own. “Danny, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—” 


Danny tugged his hand out from her grip. She didn’t fight it. 

“Just forget it,” he said. Exhaustion washed over him, and he debated asking to leave. 
“T’m sorry,” said Sam. “I’m just frustrated, and I feel useless.” 

Danny knew a way she could feel less useless, but he bit his tongue. 

Sam sniffed, wiping her eyes. “I didn’t mean to yell.” 


“Danny, I think what Sam is trying to say is that we miss you a lot. And we really want to be there 
for you. You’re our best friend, you know? Sometimes it feels like you’re closing off and...we’re 
not trying to pressure you, but we just can’t help you if we don’t know what’s going on.” 


Well, that was too bad for them because Danny was never going to tell the full story. 
Never. 


He just wanted a normal life, he just wanted his friends back. The friends who didn’t treat him like 
a delicate flower, friends who didn’t give him pitying looks every time they saw him. Why would 
he risk giving that up over clueing them into the hell he’d gone through? 


Especially since he already had a support system to deal with it. He had done the trauma 
processing in therapy, he had retold the story of the vivisection, the story of his spine injury, the 
story of being starved, beaten, electrocuted. 


Sure, he wasn’t perfect, maybe he’d left a few things out along the way, but he was already dealing 
with this. Why involve more people? Why make this more difficult than it had to be? 


Sam and Tucker would never look at him the same way again. Not if they knew what was in the 
red bag, not if he explained what Operative O’s little pet name for him really meant. Not if he told 
them about why the nerves in his chest were so damaged, not if he admitted to them that it wasn’t a 
surgery the Guys in White had done to get his core, that it was a vivisection, that he had been 
conscious for parts of it, that they hadn’t given him pain medication or anesthesia before they 
started. 


He couldn’t...he couldn’t... 
He blinked, his brain snapping back to reality. 


“T know...” he said slowly, mulling over how best to make them drop the topic. “I know ’?m 
being...secretive. But I’m just not ready. I’m sorry.” 


“Don’t apologize, dude. We understand, don’t we, Sam?” 


Sam nodded, her head held low, bangs covering her eyes. 


“When you are ready, though, we’ll be here.” 
“Thanks.” The words tasted sour on his lips. 
“T’m sorry,” Sam whispered. 

“Tt’s fine.” 


Though, it really wasn’t. Because now he knew that Sam and Tucker weren’t going to help him. 
And without their help, getting in touch with Frostbite was essentially futile. 


Without Frostbite, he couldn’t get the chip out. He would be stuck like this, a ghost blocked from 
its own core, completely trapped and at the mercy of his ghost-hunter parents who didn’t seem at 
all worried about what that was doing to him. 


Sam and Tucker may not have agreed with his parents, but his friends’ actions aligned with theirs 
too. Like his parents, they didn’t trust him. And because of this, he couldn’t trust them in return. 


But it was fine. He could handle this on his own. He didn’t need to panic. 


Not yet. 


Sam, 12/06, 8:55am: Hey Danny. I feel really awful for what happened last night at Tucker’s, and 
I just wanted to apologize. It was never my intention to pressure you into doing something you 
weren’t comfortable with. You’re my best friend, and I just know that there’s a lot you’re still 
holding inside. Even if you never feel okay to tell us what happened, I hope that you’ ll be able to 
confide in someone. In the meantime, if you ever need a shoulder to cry on, no matter the time of 
day, I’m here. 


Sam, 12/06, 8:57am: /’m serious though, we have your back. Nothing will ever change that. 


Read, 8:57am 


Chapter End Notes 


I was gonna put a little author's note here about Sam and Danny's fight, but I think it's 
better if I just let you all interpret and react to it on your own first! 


The action's starting to pick up now, and I'm very excited to start publishing the scenes 
I've been planning/drafting for like...ages lol. Hope you all enjoyed this chapter and 
enjoy the rest of the fic! Let me know your predictions for the rest of the story, I'm so 
curious! 


Thanks for reading! 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


